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ABSTRACT
This paper examines different methodological approaches to determining 
the distribution and concentration of agricultural wealth and production 
among members of the agricultural population of the South, based on data 
from the 1850 and 1860 federal census returns. Three different methods are 
applied to the data from Surry County, Virginia, an old Tidewater county 
which had flourished under the tobacco plantation economy of the Colonial 
period, but which, by the eve of the Civil War, was part of neither the cotton 
or tobacco belts. An analysis of the results suggests that previous studies of 
the Southern agricultural economy have been subject to significant error as 
a result of inconsistent recording procedures by the census enumerators 
from county to county.
Taking into account these inconsistencies, an analysis of the 
concentration of agricultrual wealth and production in Surry County, which 
examines the percentage share of wealth held by the various classes, 
indicates that there was an inequitable distribution of wealth in the county 
in 1850, and that that inequality was increasing rather than decreasing in the 
years leading up to the Civil War. The level of inequality is measured using 
the Gini Index of Concentration, which produces a single value that can be 
compared with index values obtained for other areas of the country.
The degree of inequality in agricultural wealth in Surry County is 
further explored by expanding the population of individuals examined from 
previous studies. This "extended agricultural population" includes women 
and no-heads of household who were involved in agricultrual activities.
The inclusion of these groups reveals that a significant proportion of the
free adult population that was involved in agriculture did not possess any 
significant share of the total agricultural wealth of the county.
It is suggested that for Surry County, and perhaps for many other 
areas of the South, agricultural wealth was inequitably distributed, and 
much of the agricultural population did not share in the prosperity of the 
antebellum Southern agricultural system.
THE AGRICULTURAL POPULATION OF SURRY COUNTY, VIRGINIA
1850-1860:
RE-EXAMINING WEALTH DISTRIBUTION IN THE ANTEBELLUM
SOUTH
CHAPTER I
STUDYING THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC STRUCTURE OF THE
ANTEBELLUM SOUTH
Perhaps no other regional stereotype besides that of the "Wild West" 
is as pervasive as that of the Old South—plantations, mint juleps, Sambo 
the loyal slave, and somewhere in the backwoods and bogs the "poor white 
trash" subsistence farmer. The idea of a-three tiered social system of 
planters, poor whites and slaves was promulgated by early twentieth century 
historians such as Lewis Gray and Ulrich B. Phillips. During the 1940s, 
however, this myth was effectively challenged by the ground-breaking work 
of Frank L. Owsley and his students. The nature of class divisions and 
wealth distribution in the antebellum South has continued to be the subject 
of debate among historians.3
:Gray, History of Agriculture in the Southern United States to 1860, 2 vols. (Washington, 
D.C.: Carnegie Institution, 1933); Phillips, "The Origin and Growth of the Southern Black 
Belts," American Historical Review, 11 (July 1906), 798-816.
2Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South (Baton Rouge, 1949); Frank L. Owsley and Harriet C. 
Owsley, "The Economic Basis of Society in the Late Antebellum South," Journal of Southern 
History, VI (February 1940), 24-45. The work of Owsley's students include Blanche Henry 
Clark, The Tennessee Yeoman, 1840-1860 (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1942); 
Harry L. Coles, "Some Notes on Slaveownership and Landownership in Louisiana, 1850- 
1860," Journal of Southern History 9 (August 1943), 381-394; and Herbert Weaver, Mississippi 
Farmers, 1850-1860 (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1945).
3For a thorough historiographical essay on this subject see Randolph B. Campbell, "Planters 
and Plain Folk: The Social Structure of the Antebellum South," in John B. Boles and Evelyn 
Thomas Nolen, eds., Interpreting Southern History: Historiographical Essays in Honor of 
Sanford W. Higginbotham (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1987), 48-77.
2
3Owsley took exception to Phillips and Gray by showing that only one- 
third of antebellum landholders owned slaves, and of the two-thirds that 
did not, a substantial majority were possessed of sufficient land to be 
classified as "yeomanry." Owsley questioned the accuracy of travelers' 
accounts and plantation diaries as sources, instead relying on census data, 
tax records, and court documents to better understand the antebellum 
economic and social structure. He felt that a middle class of yeoman farmers 
ought to be added to the three previously defined classes.4
Owsley's and his students' work was especially significant in its use of 
data from the 1850 and 1860 agricultural and slave census manuscript 
returns. The detailed information contained on these lists concerning the 
size of farms, the production of crops, and the ownership of slaves provided 
the database for all subsequent investigation into the agricultural economy 
of the antebellum South.
In 1953, Emmett B. Fields, a product of the Owsley school, conducted a 
comprehensive study of the agricultural population of Virginia.5 Using 
sample counties from the various regions of the state, Fields combined the 
different schedules of the census manuscripts (with what was at the time a 
computer) to form lists of the agricultural population in each of the sample 
counties along with information about how much their estates were worth, 
their agricultural statistics from the farm schedule if they appeared there, 
and whether or not they owned slaves. Fields then used this data to 
compare landholding, farm size, slaveholdings, and land distribution from
4Owsley and Owsley, 31-35.
5Fields, The Agricultural Population of Virginia, 1850-1860 (Ph.D. dissertation, Vanderbilt 
University, 1953).
41850 to 1860. He was also able to make comparisons between these categories 
and to relate farm size and production to the size of the slaveholding.
Based on a variety of tables, Fields concluded that, as Owsley and his 
students had demonstrated in Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana, in 
Virginia, too, land was fairly well distributed; the majority of farmers 
operated modest-sized tracts without large numbers of slaves; and, from 
1850 to 1860, more people were owning land and less people were owning 
slaves. He found that the percentage of landholders was greatest in the 
Coastal Plain region, where by 1860, almost three-fourths of the agricultural 
population were landholders. It was Fields's contention that successful 
tenants were selling their slaves and saving enough money to purchase 
land.6 All of this contradicted the traditional concept of the antebellum 
South, which held that the wealthiest landowners were increasing their 
holdings of both land and slaves at the expense of the small farmer.
Although Fields's conclusions back the assertions of the Owsley 
school about the distribution of wealth among the antebellum Southern 
agricultural population, his data reveals a relationship that would be 
explored by later historians, and which was suggested by Fabian Linden in 
his critique of Owsley's work seven years before Fields's study. Linden 
argued that despite their numbers, small farmers did not control a 
significant share of the economic wealth of the region. He suggested that 
figures on the relative share of the total agricultural wealth and production 
held by small and large farmers would be more revealing. Fields examined 
tax records for his sample counties, which provided acreage holdings for
6Ibid., 89, 144.
7Linden, "Economic Democracy in the Slave South: An Appraisal of Some Recent Views," 
Journal of Negro History 31 (April 1946), 140-89.
5landowners, to compare the percentage of total land held by the largest 
landholders versus small landholders. These data revealed that in the 
Piedmont and Coastal Plain, where Fields had found landowning to be the 
highest, land was nevertheless more heavily concentrated and was more 
valuable per acre among a small group of large landowners. Fields 
downplayed this finding, however, and did not attempt to calculate the 
concentration of estate value, slaves, or farm production.
Despite Linden's criticisms, little attempt was made by historians to 
focus on the concentration of wealth among the various classes of the 
agricultural population of the South until Gavin Wright, an economist, 
used census data from throughout the South, and some from the North as 
well, to compare the degree of concentration of land and wealth among
g
farmers in various regions of the United States during the 1850s. Wright 
was critical of Owsley's students, who "explained away" data that did not fit 
their model using different explanations for each exception, hence proving 
nothing. Looking specifically at the percentage share of land and wealth 
held by the top five percent and the bottom 50 percent of the farm 
population, he found that there was a significant inequality in the 
distribution of land and wealth in the South, and that, contrary to Owsley's 
conclusions, this planter class also controlled the most valuable land. He 
used the Lorenz Curve and the Gini Index of Concentration to derive a 
single measure of the degree of concentration of improved acreage, farm 
value, slave holdings, and agricultural production among farm owners,
8Wright, '"Economic Democracy' and the Concentration of Agricultural Wealth in the Cotton 
South, 1850-1860," Agricultural History, 44 (January 1970), 63-69; The Political Economy of 
the Cotton South (New York: Norton, 1978).
thus providing an objective numerical value to allow for accurate 
comparison.9
Although Wright's work is significant for pointing out the flaws in 
the methodology of the Owsley school, his research is only a starting point 
for more detailed statistical studies. Because Wright used only land owners 
in his calculations, the relative position of landless farmers cannot be 
studied. Also, since his figures are largely aggregate ones and address each 
measure of wealth (improved acreage, cash value of farm, number of slaves, 
etc.) individually, it is not possible to make comparisons of farmers in more
than one category at a time (e.g., farm value of slaveholding versus non-
10slaveholding farmers).
These problems were addressed by Randolph Campbell in his study of
11Harrison County, in the cotton growing region of Texas. Combining 
census schedules as Fields did, he analyzed distribution and concentration of 
wealth among four groups of farmers: slaveholding farm operators, non- 
slaveholding farm operators, slaveholding farmers who did not operate a 
farm, and non-slaveholding farmers who did not operate a farm. In his 
study of Harrison County, Texas, he used this information, along with other 
more subjective sources, to examine to what extent a small elite controlled
9Wright, "'Economic Democracy/" 84-85. The Lorenz Curve and Gini Index are explained in 
Chapter III.
10Randolph B. Campbell, "Planters and Plain Folk: Harrison County, Texas, as a Test Case, 
1850-1860, Journal of Southern History, 40 (August 1974), 370-371.
nIbid. Campbell has expanded on this work in two books with Richard G. Lowe using sample 
counties for the entire state. Although the scope of these works was broadened from the 
Harrison County study, the methodology used and the conclusions presented were similar. I 
have used the Harrison County study as my model. See Campbell and Lowe, Wealth and 
Power in Antebellum Texas (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 1977), and Lowe 
and Campbell, Planters and Plain Folk: Agriculture in Antebellum Texas (Dallas: Southern 
Methodist University Press, 1987).
7wealth, politics, and community life there during the ten years prior to the 
Civil War.
Campbell's conclusions were similar to Wright's. Although the 
percentage of farmers owning land went up and the percentage of farmers 
owning slaves went down during that period, the relative share of land and 
of other indicators of wealth decreased among small farmers and those that 
did not own land, and increased among large farm operators and slave 
owners. He found that this small group of wealthy planters tended to 
dominate county politics as well.
Using measures of concentration rather than distribution, Wright 
and Campbell showed that at regional, state, and county levels, agricultural 
wealth and production were concentrated in the hands of a relatively small 
group of wealthy farmers. Nevertheless, a great deal of variation exists in 
different areas of the South. Steven Hahn, in his study of the Georgia
Upcountry, also examined the distribution of land and wealth among the
12agricultural population. He found that during the ten years prior to the 
Civil War there was a distinct difference between the agricultural 
population of the Black Belt and the Georgia Upcountry. Although 
approximately three of ten farmer heads of household in the two upper 
Piedmont counties he studied did not own real estate, yeoman farmers were 
a larger and more significant group in this region than in the Black Belt. In 
these two counties, farmers who managed less than 200 acres of improved 
land operated about nine out of 10 farms, controlled more than half of the 
improved acres, produced over two thirds of the food product, and 
accounted for more than 60% of the cotton crop of the county. What is
12Steven Hahn, The Roots of Southern Populism: Yeoman Farmers and the Transformation of 
the Georgia Upcountry, 1850-1890 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983), 20-27.
8more, their output increased significantly between 1850 and 1860 in 
proportion to their numbers. Meanwhile in the Black Belt, those farmers 
who cultivated more than 200 acres controlled most of the land and 
produced most of the farm products.13
Ironically, although all these studies use the same source for their 
data, which was collected throughout the South at the same time under 
uniform rules, the findings vary significantly for several reasons. First, each 
investigator defined the universe under study differently. Most 
investigators based their studies on heads of households from the 
population censuses of 1850 and 1860 who gave their occupation as farmer. 
However, they varied in whether they included farm laborers and 
overseers, how they handled farmers who did not appear on the agricultural 
schedule or farm operators on the agricultural schedule who did not appear 
on the population schedule, and how they treated inconsistencies within 
the data, such as farmers who produced crops but had no improved acreage. 
Second, the types of statistical analyses used by each investigator varied, 
making comparisons between them difficult. Third, actual variation existed 
in different regions of the South that reflected the varied developmental, 
historical, and economic characteristics of those regions.
13Although historians have disagreed on what constitutes a small, medium, or large farm, a 
small, medium, or large number of slaves, and how many acres and slaves are required to be a 
planter, a general concensus has evolved. I have followed the author's terminology in the 
discussion above. In my analysis I use various groupings which I describe, but when speaking 
generally I divided the agricultural classes in the following manner: planter, 500 or more 
improved acres; large farmer, 300 to 499 improved acres; yeoman or "middle class" farmer, 50 
to 299 improved acres; poor or lower class farmer, 0 to 49 improved acres. One to 4 slaves is 
generally regarded as a small holding, 5 to 19 a moderate size holding, and more than 20 as a 
large holding. See Owsley and Owsley, 161; Fields, 108-109; Hahn, 20-27; Campbell, A  
Southern Community in Crisis: Harrison County, Texas, 1850-1860 (Austin: Texas State 
Historical Association, 1983), 31-41.
9An attempt to deal with these problems with the database was made 
by Frederick A. Bode and Donald E. Ginter, who worked with a sample of 
Georgia counties, then expanded their investigation to a less intensive 
examination of data from all Georgia counties.14 Bode and Ginter were most 
interested in exploring the antebellum roots of the farm tenancy system 
which would characterize southern agriculture following the Civil War. 
Specifically, they attempted to determine the percentage of tenants in the 
agricultural population prior to the war, based on census data. During their 
investigation, they found a number of inconsistencies in the way census 
returns were prepared from county to county, which called into question 
much of the analysis that has been conducted to date using these records. A 
close examination of the census instructions and the forms themselves 
revealed that varied interpretations were possible as to how to record 
tenant-run farms. Although they found inconsistencies among counties, 
Bode and Ginter concluded that most enumerators attempted to devise a 
consistent system for their entries. Bode and Ginter defined a limited 
number of these "conventions," which once identified, can clarify the 
tenure status of farmers recorded in a particular county. Because of the 
various methods employed in entering the census data, Bode and Ginter 
determined that various studies had frequently under or overestimated the 
number of landless farmers in the South, depending on how they 
interpreted the census record entries. They proposed four levels at which 
tenancy rates could be calculated, with the most accurate value determined 
from clues contained in the census manuscripts and expectations derived
14Bode and Ginter, Farm Tenancy and the Census in Antebellum Georgia (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 1986).
10
from results from adjacent counties and counties with comparable 
economic and social characteristics.
In their sample of counties for all regions of Georgia, Bode and Ginter 
found tenancy to be common throughout the state, but they noted regional 
variations that reflected the settlement history of the county and the local 
environment. The most recently settled lands of the upper Piedmont, 
northern mountains, and western lower Piedmont had the highest tenancy 
levels, while the old plantation areas of the Coastal Plain and lower eastern 
Piedmont had the lowest rates. They reasoned that this was consistent with 
the notion that tenancy prior to the Civil War was most prevalent in areas 
where slave labor was least profitable—that is, in areas where soil 
conditions were ill-suited to staple crop production, or in recently settled 
areas where tenants were used for clearing and improving new lands owned 
by absentee owners. Such a thesis would help explain Campbell's findings 
in Texas, a recently settled area with a high degree of landlessness, as well as 
Fields's findings for the old counties of Virginia's Coastal Plain, where the
15landless class appeared to be small. Bode and Ginter have pointed out a 
variety of interpretational pitfalls that can be encountered when dealing 
with census data, and how an incorrect analysis of the data can skew the 
results. Although they did not analyze the overall distribution or 
concentration of land or slaves, they have established a framework for the 
interpretation of census data which should allow for more valid 
comparisons between counties and regions of the South.
15Ibid., 131.
11
It is clear from these studies that the antebellum Southern economy 
was complex and varied. Microcosmic studies like Campbell's and Hahn's 
are important for establishing a base from which to develop a complete and 
accurate picture of antebellum Southern agriculture that takes into account 
regional variation, particularly when the data for each county can be 
examined critically to determine its reliability, as Bode and Ginter suggest. 
Such studies can provide an aggregate picture that is more accurate than a 
one-dimensional approach that attempts to explain the socio-economic 
system of the entire South using one model.
My thesis is an examination of the distribution and concentration of 
land and wealth in Surry County, Virginia, from 1850 to 1860, and is 
intended to provide a look at the antebellum economy of the South in a 
county that was not experiencing the rapid growth of the states of the cotton 
belt, but rather one which was on a steady decline from an earlier 
manifestation of the plantation system—the tobacco economy of
16seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Virginia. According to Fields, 
opportunity for landownership in this region was increasing during the 
antebellum period, and most farmers were in the yeoman class, with 
moderate amounts of land and few slaves. This contrasts with Wright's and 
Campbell's findings in other areas of the South, using different measures of 
inequality. To test Fields's conclusion using measures of wealth 
concentration, I have replicated Campbell's methods on Surry County, and 
compared the results with those from Harrison County, Texas, as well as 
with Fields's findings for other counties in the Virginia Tidewater.
16Fields, 89.
12
Surry County's economy differed from that of Texas and other areas 
of the Deep South in that it was not a "subject" of "King Cotton." In fact, in 
1860 not one bale of cotton was produced in Surry County. Since it was the 
quick investment return of cotton, combined with the need for large 
numbers of slaves to work the fields that revitalized the plantation system 
in the nineteenth century South, Surry County does not manifest the 
characteristics of the "Moonlight and Magnolias" vision of Southern society. 
Nor did Surry County produce tobacco in the quantities that characterized 
the plantations of piedmont Virginia.17 Nevertheless, Surry County was a 
"plantation county" by virtue of a slave population that exceeded that of 
whites (by a small margin) and a two and a half century history of plantation 
agriculture along the James River. Despite this history, however, Surry 
County was on the decline from past prosperity during the tobacco days of 
the eighteenth century. Although large plantations remained, Surry County 
produced no dominant cash crop. Both the white and slave populations of 
the county remained stable during the decade preceding the Civil War, as 
the natural increase of its free and bonded citizens moved south and west. 
What remained of an "aristocratic" society was probably more of an 
eighteenth-century than a nineteenth-century one, with wealth "settling" in 
a few old families who held the most valuable land, while much of the rest 
of the agricultural community struggled to make worn out tobacco lands 
produce. Surry County also had the highest percentage in Virginia of free
17 J. D. B. DeBow, comp., The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850 (1853; reprinted, New  
York: Norman Ross Publishing, Inc., 1990); Joseph C. G. Kennedy, comp., Agriculture of the 
United States in 1860; Compiled from the Original Returns of the Eighth Census, under the 
direction of the Secretary of the Interior (1864; reprinted, New  York: Norman Ross 
Publishing, Inc., 1990); Fields, 70-71. Surry County did have a significant increase in tobacco 
production between 1850 and 1860, as did many counties in the state, but it still produced far 
less tobacco than even those counties on the fringe of the piedmont tobacco belt.
13
blacks in its population. This group, which increased in both absolute 
numbers and as a percentage of the free population (30.7% in 1850 to 35.5% 
in 1860), faced institutional as well as economic hurdles to prosperity.18 If 
the findings of Wright and Campbell hold for Surry County—that is, if there 
was in fact an inequitable distribution of wealth in the antebellum S o u th -  
then it would seem that this ill distribution was common to many areas of 
the South, old as well as new.
To further explore the results of different methodologies, I applied 
Bode and Ginter's "types" to the Surry County agricultural population, and 
compared the tenancy rates obtained at their four levels with landless 
values calculated using Fields's and Campbell's methodologies. The results 
show how the failure to account for possible tenancy conventions can 
produce flawed conclusions, and suggest that more attention should be paid 
to the way in which census variables are used in historical interpretation. 
The merits of the various approaches are discussed, along with ways in 
which these methodologies can be more accurately applied to the data.
Finally, I go beyond these previous studies to include a discussion of 
what I term the "extended agricultural population," which includes many 
individuals that were dependent on the agricultural economy, but have 
been thus far excluded from consideration by previous scholars. If the 
principal business of the South was agriculture, the situation of as many as 
possible of those in the population that were involved in agriculture should 
be examined in order to get an accurate picture of the distribution of wealth 
in the society as a whole. Studies demonstrating the economic viability of
18DeBow, The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850; C. G. Kennedy, Population of the 
United States in 1860; Compiled from the Original Returns of the Eighth Census, under the 
direction of the Secretary of the Interior (1864; reprinted, New York: Norman Ross 
Publishing, Inc., 1990).
14
the slave system have used a limited class of "farmers" in their discussions, 
excluding much of the white population that operated under, but did not
19benefit from the slave system. Laborers, free blacks, and women were 
often participants in the agricultural system, but rarely benefited from the 
economic advantages of slavery. Including these members of the 
agricultural population in investigations of wealth distribution clearly 
illustrates the marginal existence of many free members of the society, 
suggesting that the disruption to the Southern agricultural economy 
resulting from the Civil War merely amplified inherent inequities in a 
stratified society. Fields and others have suggested that the situation of 
tenants and other fringe members of the farm community varied widely, 
and that many tenant farmers farmed large tracts of land and owned a 
number of slaves, whom they often hired out as day laborers. This, I think, 
was the exception rather than the rule. Surry County was perhaps poorer 
than other counties of the South, and had a high percentage of free blacks 
whose opportunities were limited; nevertheless, my extended farm 
population can easily be applied to other counties in the South, with what I 
think would be comparable results. In any case, microcosmic studies such as 
this one ought to contribute pieces to the "big picture," while at the same
19Kenneth Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Antebellum South (New York: 
Alfred Knopf, 1956); Alfred H. Conrad and John R. Meyer, " The Economics of Slavery in the 
Antebellum South," Journal of Political Economy 66 (April 1958), 95-136; Robert W. Fogel and 
Stanley L. Engerman, Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery, 2 vols. 
(Boston, 1974); James Oakes, The Ruling Race: A History of American Slaveholders (New 
York: Knopf, 1982). For summaries of recent scholarship on slavery, see Peter J. Parish, 
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time illustrating the variety of conditions and situations among the farm 
population of the antebellum South.
CHAPTER II
METHODOLOGY AND DISCUSSION OF CENSUS VARIABLES
Data for this study were recorded in such a way that a variety of 
methodological approaches could be employed in the analysis, allowing the 
results of different methods applied to the same data to be compared, as well 
as allowing valid comparisons of the results with similar studies done for 
other counties and regions. These approaches are then further expanded 
upon, bringing greater meaning to the results and offering possibilities for 
further study. This chapter outlines how the data were recorded for this 
study, explains the methods used by Campbell, Fields, and Bode and Ginter, 
and discusses the problems of working with census variables.
Working from the 1850 and 1860 censuses, information was recorded
from the population (schedule I), agricultural (schedule IV), and slave
20schedules (schedule II). The population schedule includes the names of all 
of the free inhabitants of the county arranged by household, the ages, race 
and place of birth of the inhabitants, the occupation of all persons over the 
age of 15 who had one, and the value of any real estate holdings. In 1860, a 
category for the value of personal property was added. The agricultural 
schedule is arranged by farm, with the name of the person residing on the
20All references to Census manuscripts in the text are from U.S. Bureau of the Census, Seventh 
Census of the United States, 1850, Manuscript Returns from Surry County, Virginia, Schedules 
I, II, and IV; and U.S. Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, 
Manuscript Returns from Surry County, Virginia, Schedules I, II, and IV, Microfilm on File, 
Southeast Regional Branch, National Archives and Records Administration, East Point, Ga.
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21farm listed regardless of whether or not that person owned the farm. 
Information was recorded by the census taker on the amount of improved 
acreage (land cleared for farming or on which other improvements had 
been made) and unimproved acreage found on the farm, as well as detailed 
information about the types and amounts of various crops grown, the value 
of farm implements and livestock owned, and the total cash value of the 
farm. Slaves were recorded on the slave schedule, which gives the owner's 
name and lists the age and sex of each of the slaves owned by that person.
I recorded information for what I have termed the "extended 
agricultural population" from schedules I, II and IV for 1850 and 1860. This 
population includes more individuals than were counted in the previous 
studies mentioned, but this approach permits the methodology of different 
studies to be duplicated so that the results can be accurately compared, while 
at the same time allowing for those studies to be expanded upon by the 
addition of different categories of the population. The extended agricultural 
population as defined for this paper includes all entries on schedule IV 
(agricultural schedule) and their corresponding entry on schedule I where
they could be found, plus all individuals on schedule I who worked at a
22farm related occupation (farmer, farm manager, laborer, overseer, etc.) 
who did not appear on schedule IV. Women heads of households listed on 
schedule I who possessed real property were also included as will be 
explained later. These parameters allowed all adults who were involved in
21This presented certain problems which will be addressed in this chapter. Details of how  
the census was administered can be found in Carroll D. Wright, The History and Growth of 
the United States Census (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1900), 147- 
154, 234-237.
22The inclusion of laborer as an agricultural occupation is discussed in more detail later in this 
chapter.
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agricultural occupations to be included, along with individuals who 
operated a farm (i.e., appear on schedule IV), but listed another occupation 
as their primary one. Landlords who were not themselves farmers and 
were not recorded on schedule IV, although they derived income from
2 3  n -rlagriculture, could not be identified and, hence, were not included. The 
number of slaves owned by all slaveholders was recorded from schedule II 
(slave schedule) as well. Not recorded were males not listing an occupation, 
males under 18 years of age, and women heads of households who did not 
possess any real estate. The lists were then matched by use of a computer to 
create a complete file of information for each individual. Information 
recorded included age, sex, occupation, estate value, improved acreage, 
unimproved acreage, cash value of the farm, bushels of corn and wheat 
produced, and the number of slaves owned, if any. Bode and Ginter's 
scheme for distinguishing genuine producers, as defined by the instructions 
for census enumerators, from non-producers that were incorrectly entered 
was also adopted, and is explained in greater detail below. From this list, 
statistics could be compiled for various groups selectively, and the methods 
of Campbell, Fields, and Bode and Ginter could be duplicated while allowing
24for expansion and modification of their approaches.
In each of these three studies, as well as in the others cited, the 
"agricultural population" was defined differently, but was generally based 
on occupation as given on schedule I, in conjunction with the information 
contained on schedule IV. The variety of economic and social classes
23Although the figure for estate value on the population schedule provides a clue to the 
identity of such absentee landowners, there is no way to determine if their real estate 
holdings are actually agricultural in nature.
24The statistics were generated using the SPSS® system for the Macintosh.
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complicates the question of whom to consider in an analysis of the 
agricultural population. Should farm laborers and other unspecified 
laborers be included? Can a distinction be made between tenants, who 
operated a farm, sharecroppers, who worked a farm for a share of the 
product, and the truly dispossessed, who did not have access to a farm of 
their own? How are these classes represented in the census? These 
questions are of tremendous importance, because they determine the 
universe from which conclusions are drawn about the agricultural system 
and its participants.
Campbell, working with sample entries, recorded all entries from 
sample blocks on schedule I, then attempted to find the individuals on 
schedule IV. In analyzing the agricultural population, he then selected all 
those heads of household who listed their occupation as farmer, whether or 
not they appeared on schedule IV, as well as those who appeared on 
schedule IV but reported an occupation other than farmer. Among those 
that did not list farmer as their occupation, he notes that many were 
lawyers, doctors, or merchants, but he does not mention if this included any 
overseers, managers, or laborers. It would appear that entries with these
25occupations were included only when they also appeared on schedule IV.
Fields defined the agricultural population as all heads of household 
engaged in agricultural occupations, including those in the above 
mentioned categories. He included all entries on schedule IV along with 
their corresponding entries on schedule I, as well as those heads of 
household who reported a farm related occupation on schedule I but did not
25Campbell, "Planters and Plain Folk: Harrison County," 373.
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appear on the returns of agriculture.26 In counties where no distinction was 
made between ordinary laborers and farm laborers, Fields took a percentage 
of the laborers based on the ratio of farm laborers to laborers in counties 
where they were listed separately. In nine of fifteen counties where farm 
laborers were recorded in I860, they represented an average of 12.5% of all 
laborers, and this figure was used in counties where no distinction was 
made to generate a value for the number of farm laborers in those
27counties. The ratios of farm laborers to laborers for the nine counties are 
not given individually, so it is not possible to analyze any regional variation 
in this figure. The sampling approach assumes a high degree of consistency 
among enumerators as to what distinguished a farmer and a farm laborer. 
Bode and Ginter suggest that this distinction was not always clear, and that 
in some counties sharecroppers and possibly other types of tenants were 
included in this category by certain census enumerators. They incorporate 
laborers at one level of analysis, allowing for more flexible interpretations of 
the data.
Bode and Ginter recorded all entries on schedule IV and their 
corresponding entry on schedule I, as well as all entries on schedule I which 
gave an occupation of farmer or planter. They kept a running count of all 
those entries with an occupation such as farm laborer, laborer, hireling, or 
farm hand. Overseers were apparently not included. Bode and Ginter also 
excluded entries on schedule IV which did not appear to meet the criterion 
established by the census instructions to include only farms that produced 
$100 worth of goods in the preceding year, and to exclude "the returns of
26Fields, 41-44.
27 Ibid., 88n.
21
small lots, owned or worked by persons following mechanical or other
28pursuits." Since some enumerators apparently disregarded this 
instruction, a method was deemed necessary to establish consistency in the 
data among counties so that the results of any analyses could be compared. 
Small farms which may have fallen under the $100 limit were difficult to 
define. Since there was no simple way to determine the value of the 
products produced on the farm, any farm which reported crop production 
was accepted as a "genuine producer" and classified as type a. Those farms 
for which no crop production was reported and which contained no 
livestock were classified as type c farms, and were excluded from analysis of 
genuine farms. Type b farms were those which reported no crop production 
and possessed only a small amount of livestock such as a horse and a couple 
of cows or pigs. This classification of "minor livestock only" is defined by 
Bode and Ginter as a maximum of five animals in any one category, with 
milch cows, oxen, and other cattle aggregated into one category. Bode and 
Ginter's types were assigned to the entries for Surry County so that the 
results could be compared with theirs.
Although the census enumerator for Surry County did not 
distinguish between farm laborers and other types of laborers, I included all 
laborers as part of the extended agricultural population because there can be 
little doubt that in a county as rural as this one, many of these men were 
engaged in farm labor of some kind. In 1860, Surry County reported only 10 
manufacturing enterprises, eight of which were lumber mills, and the 
remainder were grain mills. These two industries employed 83 men, some
28Bode and Ginter, 15.
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of whom may have been recorded as laborers.29 Others may have worked 
on roads, as assistants to merchants, or at other general laboring tasks; but, as 
Bode and Ginter suggest, these laborers may have been contract laborers of 
different types on farms. Also, the existence of a class of free day laborers 
working at different tasks on different farms throughout the year is
30documented in the literature of the period. While farm laborers did not 
necessarily consider themselves to be farmers, they were clearly part of the 
agricultural population in that their livelihood derived from farm-related 
activities. Although they generally did not own any land of their own, these 
men worked on the farm each day just as any other farmer, and most likely 
hoped someday to be putting in their day's work on their own farm, at 
which time they could consider themselves to be farmers. A large number 
of these laborers in Surry County (52.5% in 1850, 66% in 1860) were free 
blacks or mulattos, most of whom were probably engaged in farm work. 
These laborers likely desired to own land, but the barriers to free persons of 
color owning property were formidable. These men were nevertheless a 
part of the farm population and ought to be considered when studying the 
distribution of wealth within the community. By recording all laborers, 
both Fields's and Bode and Ginter's methods can be duplicated, and this 
class can be incorporated into the analysis of the "extended agricultural 
population" in a number of ways.
Women who were involved in farming were not always included as 
part of the agricultural population in previous studies. Since no occupation
29U.S. Bureau of the Census, Manufactures of the United States in 1860; Compiled from the 
Original Returns of the Eighth Census, under the Direction of the Secretary of the Interior 
(1865; reprinted, New York: Norman Ross Publishing, Inc., 1990).
30Ibid., 103, 125-6.
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was ordinarily given for women (sometimes "keeping house" or similar 
term was used), relying on occupation to determine whether an individual 
was a part of the agricultural population, as Fields did, leaves out women 
who may have headed a farm unit. Such women were generally widows, 
although a single woman may have operated a farm with the help of 
relatives, hired labor, or slaves. I felt that an unmarried or widowed 
woman who owned a farm which she worked herself, hired someone to 
work, or had her children work, qualified as being a member of the farm 
community. Certainly, she held a different social position in the 
community than did a male farmer, but certainly so did she affect the 
agricultural economy.
All women listed on schedule IV, and hence connected with a farm 
were recorded for this study. In addition, women heads of household listed 
on schedule I that owned real estate but did not appear on schedule IV were 
recorded. Although it is not possible to determine if the estate holdings 
were agricultural in nature, these cases were included to identify possible 
instances of single women or widows who owned farms but not counted as 
part of the agricultural population because the farms were operated by 
laborers or tenants.
While the wives of farmers no doubt lived as exhausting an existence 
as their male counterparts and contributed immeasurably to the day-to-day 
functioning of the farm, I have not included them here because they did not 
have any "economic existence" apart from their husbands, and their 
contribution to the value of the farm must be assumed to be included in the 
estate value and farm value recorded under their husbands' names. The 
same is true of children living at home.
24
All of the studies discussed above generally recorded only heads of 
households from the census. While this procedure allows for consistency 
in the data and eliminates some problems of interpretation, it also limits 
our view of the actual population. The number of workers who are unable 
to support a household can be indicative of the relative health of the local 
economy. Similarly, adult male children living at home may have had 
limited choices with regard to their situation, which may also indicate poor 
economic conditions. Non-heads of household were recorded for this study 
if they were over 18 and had an agricultural or laboring occupation. They 
are included in the extended agricultural population that is analyzed after 
the methodological comparisons.
While the question of which individuals to include as part of the 
"agricultural population" is open to interpretation, most researchers have 
been fairly explicit about how they determined the universe for their 
respective analyses; thus, by using a broad approach in recording the data as I 
have done, the categories can easily be narrowed in order to compare data. 
However, a close study of census data reveals that individual enumerators 
often interpreted census instructions differently, and that they were 
sometimes inconsistent in the way in which they reported data. This 
presents problems for comparing data from various studies, because 
researchers are less clear on what inconsistencies they encountered in their 
analysis and how they dealt with them. Bode and Ginter explore the census 
variables in detail and suggest ways in which these variables may have been
31Bode and Ginter included a few non-heads of household who were listed on schedule IV. 
They note that this was a "very infrequent" occurence (255, n.8). Fields also apparently 
included these cases in his analysis of farm statistics, which were based on all of the entries 
from schedule IV.
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interpreted by enumerators. By deducing the "conventions” used by the 
enumerator to account for the conditions he encountered, a more accurate
32interpretation of the data is possible.
The difficulty in using census data for the study of agricultural wealth 
and production results from the fact that the agricultural schedule was 
intended to measure farms by "unit," rather than by actual landowner. The 
census instructions provided to each enumerator directed him to record the 
name of the person "residing upon or having charge of the farm, whether as 
owner, agent, or tenant," thus the values recorded on schedule IV for 
acreage, farm value, and farm products do not necessarily belong to the 
name listed on the schedule. No distinction was made with regard to the 
tenure of the farm. In addition, real estate values recorded on schedule I 
were to include all of the holdings of the owner, regardless of whether they 
were located in that county or not, whereas the acreage and farm value 
figures given on the farm schedule were to include the size and value of 
that particular unit, which was generally interpreted by the enumerators to
33mean those holdings by a particular farmer within the county. Therefore, 
real estate value and farm value did not necessarily match, complicating the 
study of wealth distribution within a single county. Some landowners 
undoubtedly had land outside of the county that was farmed by tenants or 
managers. The value of these estates would be recorded on the population 
schedule in the county in which they resided. Therefore, in using estate 
value to determine the value of land holding within the county, the value 
of some land not in the county may have been included. By the same token,
32Bode and Ginter, Chapters 2 and 3.
33Ibid., 50-51.
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however, land within Surry County that may have been owned by men 
residing in other counties was not included in the total value of property in 
Surry County, because that property was listed in the population schedule of 
another county. For the sake of simplicity I have assumed that these two 
factors would balance each other, minimizing any error.
There are other circumstances that could introduce statistical errors as 
well. Some people who listed themselves as farmers in the population 
schedule and had real estate do not appear on the agricultural schedule. In 
addition, as other researchers have found,34 some enumerators did not 
report all farm statistics on schedule IV for non-landholders, making it 
difficult to draw conclusions about the size and production of tenant farms. 
In this case, where were these values recorded? It would appear that they 
were either included under the name of the owner elsewhere on the farm 
schedule or were not counted at all. Bode and Ginter feel that the former is 
more likely, based on comparisons of aggregate values for improved acreage
35and farm value, but it is not clear if these cases should be treated the same 
way as farmers who do not appear on the farm schedule at all. The way in 
which these cases were handled in previous studies varied and is important 
in determining the percentage of tenants and landless farmers in the 
agricultural population, the types of farms that they operated, and how land 
and wealth were distributed.
To allow for consistent analysis of data recorded from the census 
despite inconsistencies from county to county and within counties, Bode 
and Ginter devised classifications for types of entries. Thus the agricultural
34Fields, 108n; Campbell, "Planters and Plain Folk: Harrison County," 375n.
35 Bode and Ginter, 58-59.
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population can be defined in a variety of different ways to allow comparison 
among counties and regions, as well as between previous studies for which 
the methodology is sufficiently explicit.
Bode and Ginter's defined six basic categories of farm operator based
36on census records. These "types" are derived from a universe that 
includes heads of households who reported their occupation as farmer or 
planter, and those farmers listed on the agricultural schedule (schedule IV) 
who could not be located on the population schedule (schedule I). The types 
are defined as:
Type 1: Owner-operator. Farmer heads of household who possessed 
real property of some value, and who appear on schedule IV.
Type 2: Certain tenant. Farmer heads of household who reported no 
real property and for whom improved acres, unimproved acres, 
farm value, or a combination of these was not regularly reported 
(tenancy convention).
Type 3: Possible tenant. Farmer heads of household who reported no 
real property, but did report improved acreage and farm value, 
where these figures were not regularly reported for tenants (i.e., 
where there was an established tenancy convention).
Type 4: Farmer heads of household who reported real property, but 
do not appear on schedule IV.
Type 5: Farmer heads of household who reported no real property, 
and who do not appear on schedule IV.
36A seventh type was defined for a designation encountered in only one county in their study 
and is not discussed here. See Ibid., 15.
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Type 6: Farm operator on schedule IV who does not appear on 
schedule I.37
Applying these categories to returns of the 1860 census in Georgia, 
Bode and Ginter calculated tenancy rates at four different levels, to establish 
minimum and maximum tenancy levels for the different counties of the
38state. They go on to demonstrate that these levels may reflect different 
types of tenancy, and are useful in developing a more thorough 
understanding of the complexity of landholding arrangements in the 
nineteenth century South.
While these categories allow for a more consistent and carefully 
defined definition of landowner, they limit the analysis of land distribution, 
because in those cases where the farm of a landowner is not listed with his 
name (type 4), the size and production of his farm cannot be calculated. In 
cases where improved acreage and farm value were not recorded for tenants 
(type 2), it is not possible to determine the size or value of tenant operated 
farms. In short, while the real estate values can be used to determine the 
number of landholders, the actual owners of farms cannot always be 
matched with their actual holdings, and hence an analysis of farm size, 
production, and farm value for landholding and non-landholding members 
of the agricultural population cannot be accurately conducted.
Fields avoided this dilemma by calculating landholding and farm 
statistics separately. The number of landless members of the agricultural 
population was based on those who did not list real estate value. Acreage,
37Ibid., 15-26.
38Ibid., 112-113, Chapter 6.
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farm value, and production figures were calculated from the values listed 
on schedule IV, without reference to members of the agricultural 
population who did not appear on that schedule. Where improved acreage 
or other value was unreported, that farm was classified as "unidentified"
OQ
with respect to that value. Thus, the distribution of farm size and crop 
production is based on farms rather than individuals, and those farmers for 
whom no acreage was recorded, whether tenants or laborers, are not 
included in the analysis. No attempt is made to determine which farms 
were operated by owners and which were tenant farms. The result is that a 
more significant proportion of the population appears to operate 
moderately-sized farms, and the overall farm statistics are weighted towards 
those farms recorded on the agricultural schedule. According to census 
instructions, these farms were to include only farms with over $100 in 
production yearly, and may not have included the farms of sharecroppers, 
who by law did not own their crops or other assets of the farm they 
worked.40
In his studies, Campbell dealt with the problem of landownership by 
reasoning that each farmer who had real property listed on schedule I but 
did not appear on the agricultural schedule had a farm that was operated by 
an overseer, tenant, or another family member who appeared on the 
agricultural schedule, and that operator appeared on the population 
schedule with no real estate value listed under his name. Thus Campbell 
assumed that the number of farms and the number of owners remained the 
same. In order to analyze the figures from the agricultural schedule he
39Fields, 88n, 108n.
40Bode and Ginter, 99.
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counted the farmers who did not appear on the agricultural schedule (Bode 
and Ginter's types 4 and 5) as landless, while farm operators without real 
property who appeared on the agricultural schedule (Bode and Ginter's types 
2 and 3) were counted as landowners. Campbell assumed that the number 
of farmers with real estate but not listed on schedule IV (type 4) and the 
number of farmers without real estate but on schedule IV (type 3) was 
similar, representing absentee landowners and the operators of their farms, 
respectively. Because it is likely that some absentee owners had several 
farms in operation, Campbell reasoned that any bias in counting non­
landowners as owners would be towards a more equitable distribution, 
while his results show concentration of wealth.41 In Harrison County, 
Campbell found these categories to be complementary. He apparently 
encountered few type 2s, which appeared on schedule IV but did not have 
acreage and farm value recorded. Those type 2s which did occur were 
counted as having no improved acres or farm value, adding slightly to the 
percentage of farmers who were in these categories by virtue of not 
appearing on schedule IV.
The accuracy of counting some landowners as tenants and some 
landless farmers as landowners for the purpose of studying the distribution 
and concentration of agricultural wealth was tested in Surry County by 
comparing the two categories. The results indicate that Campbell's 
contention that equal numbers of individuals can be found in these two 
categories does not hold in Surry County; in addition, a further test of the
41Campbell, "Planters and Plain Folk: Harrison County," 374n. Comparing acreage holdings 
as recorded on tax records with acreage values on schedule IV of the census, Fields found that, 
in fact, large landowners typically owned several farms that were operated by tenants. Thus, 
as he guessed, Campbell's method would overcount landowners.
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two categories reveals inconsistencies in the census data for which 
Campbell's method does not account. In 1850, there were 27 farm operators 
associated with a farm of some value on schedule IV that had no real estate 
value listed on schedule I, while there were only eight farmers with real 
estate on schedule I who were not listed on schedule IV. The figures are 
similar for 1860 (24 and 10), suggesting that for Surry County farm operators 
outnumbered absentee landlords.
However, if Campbell's reasoning is correct, despite any discrepancy 
in the number of individuals in the two categories, the estate values 
recorded for absentee landlords should roughly equal the farm values 
recorded for farmers without real estate on schedule I. A comparison was 
made of the sums of the estate values and farm values for these categories of 
farmers for Surry County for 1850 and 1860. In 1850, the aggregate estate 
value for the eight farmers who did not appear on the farm schedule is 
$5,010, while the aggregate value of the 35 farms listed in schedule IV for 
farmers without real estate on schedule I is $56,555. For 1860, the aggregate 
estate value for the ten farmers who did not appear on the farm schedule is 
$16,180, while the aggregate value of the 54 farms listed in schedule IV for 
farmers without real estate on schedule I is $16,322. The results suggest that 
in 1860, Campbell's reasoning may be valid, but in 1850 the two categories 
are not complementary in Surry County, and an analysis using that method 
may be flawed for that year. In addition, in both years, there were a number 
of farmers (67 in 1850, and 49 in 1860) who were listed on schedule IV with 
no values given for acreage or farm value and who had no real estate value 
listed on schedule I (Bode and Ginter's type 2). These entries surely 
represent tenant farmers, but how do they differ from those tenants who
32
had farm value listed? Where did the enumerator record the value of these 
farms?
Given the variety of methods employed by enumerators pointed out 
by Bode and Ginter, and the discrepancies noted for Surry County, 
Campbell's assumption appears to be too broad, and the application of Bode 
and Ginter's types is necessary to clarify questions about tenancy and 
landlessness. In the next chapter, Fields's and Campbell's methodologies are 
applied to census data from Surry County and the results compared. 
Questions about the accuracy of landlessness and tenancy levels using these 
methods is then addressed by using Bode and Ginter's classification scheme 
to evaluate the data. The extent of landlessness and the degree to which 
agricultural wealth was inequitably distributed in Surry County based on 
these data is then discussed.
CHAPTER III
RESULTS OF METHODOLOGICAL COMPARISONS 
Fields's Method
One of the most thorough analyses of Virginia agriculture during the 
antebellum period was the dissertation of Emmett Fields in 1953. Using data 
from the census for sample counties in Virginia, including five in the 
Coastal Plain region, Fields found the typical Virginia farm to be small to 
moderate in size, with few or no slaves. He noted an overall increase in 
landowning and a decrease in slaveholding. Based on figures from the 
agricultural schedule, he determined that the yeoman farmer who operated 
these farms also produced a significant percentage of the total farm output 
for a variety of crops.
Data recorded for Surry County was analyzed using Fields's 
methodology as explained in Chapter II. Fields separated his analysis of 
landholding, which he based on real estate values on schedule I, and farm 
statistics, which he based on entries on schedule IV. The agricultural 
population as defined by Fields includes all those who listed an agricultural 
occupation (overseers, tenants, etc.), all farm operators on schedule IV,
33
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including those with non-agricultural occupations and those not found on
42schedule I, and a 12.5% sample of laborers not listed on schedule IV.
Table 1 shows the percentage of landless and landholding farmers in 
Surry County in 1850 and 1860 using Fields's methodology, as well as figures 
for other counties in the Coastal Plain as calculated by Fields.43 The 
percentage of landless farmers in Surry County in 1850 (30.2%) and in 1860 
(27.2%) is consistent with the findings of Fields for the rest of Virginia, and 
for Owsley and his students for the South in general; there was an overall 
decrease in the number of landless farmers during the decade preceding the 
Civil War. The numbers are also consistent with the findings for other 
counties in the Tidewater by Fields. These counties show a relatively high 
degree of landholding compared to the rest of the state.
The distribution of farms by size in Surry County, based on improved 
acreage, was also calculated from Fields's population. Farms for which no 
improved acres were recorded were classified as unidentified. As discussed 
in the previous chapter, this type of entry may represent a tenancy 
convention, although it appears to have been uncommon in the counties 
studied by Fields. Fields accepted acreage figures for tenants where they 
were reported. The figures for Surry County, the Coastal Plain counties in 
Fields's sample, and all the counties of Fields's sample are shown in Table 2.
42Of the 12.5% sample, 12.6% of those selected were landowners, based on percentages Fields 
found in counties where farm laborers were differentiated from common laborers. For a full 
explanation see Chapter II, and Fields, 88n.
43Evidently, those unidentified as to landholding status were those who appeared on 
schedule IV but could not be matched to an entry on schedule I, hence no real estate value was 
available for them. The number of such entries in Surry County was far greater than for any 
county examined by Fields except Norfolk County in 1860. Such cases probably represent 
absentee owners who resided in other counties. Since they are clearly landowners, this figure 
should not affect the percentage of landless residents.
TABLE 1. LANDHOLDING IN THE AGRICULTURAL POPULATION IN SURRY COUNTY AND 
OTHER COASTAL PLAIN COUNTIES BASED ON FIELDS'S METHOD.
Surry  C ounty
1 8 5 0
1 8 6 0
Norfolk C ounty
1 8 5 0
1 8 6 0
Prince  G eo rge  C ounty 
1 8 5 0  
1 8 6 0
W e stm o re la n d  C oun ty  
1 8 50  
1 8 6 0
L an d h o ld ers  (%) L and less  (%) U nidentified  (%)
6 1 . 3  30 . 2  8 . 4
6 2 . 3  27 . 2  10 . 4
6 6 . 9  31 . 5  1.6
6 9 . 2  2 1 . 3  9.5
8 3 . 9  14 . 43  1.7
8 1 . 7  16 . 02  2.2
55 . 2  43 . 7  1.1
6 0 . 9  3 6 . 8  2 . 3
H an o v er C ounty
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The statistics for Surry County do not contradict Fields's contention 
that farms in Virginia were generally small, about one-third being less than 
100 acres, and about two-thirds being less than 200 acres. An increase in the 
number of farms of between 100 and 300 acres also suggests, as Fields 
contends, that yeomen farmers were improving their situation during the 
ten year period under study.
However, significant differences exist between the figures for Surry 
County and Fields's findings for the rest of the state. Most notably, the 
number of unidentified farms with respect to improved acreage, is much 
larger for Surry County than for the other Coastal Plain counties or for 
sample counties throughout the state. Fields acknowledges that these 
entries are probably primarily tenants for whom the enumerator did not 
"feel obligated" to enter improved acreage. Had these tenant farms in Surry 
County been identified as to amount of improved acreage, they likely would 
have contained less than 200 acres, and may have made the distribution of 
farm size more comparable to the figures obtained by Fields from other 
counties in the Tidewater.
Another significant difference between Surry County and the other 
Tidewater counties is in the percentage of farms of less than 50 acres. In 
1850, the percentage of farms containing one to 49 acres in Surry County 
(25.1%) is comparable to the rest of the region and the state (26.25% and 
20.78% respectively), but this class increases to 37.2% of farms in 1860, 
compared to a decrease to 24.69% in the region and 18.5% in the state. This 
increase in the percentage of small farms is due almost entirely to an overall 
increase in the number of farms in Surry County—an increase that is not 
found in Fields's sample counties for the Tidewater or the rest of the state.
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While Fields might argue that this increase is due to non-landowners 
purchasing small tracts, it is more likely due to the enumerator in 1860 
counting small farms that were not to be included according to the census 
instructions, and which were not counted by the enumerator in 1850.44 This 
enumerator error in Surry County, points to a flaw in Fields's method, 
which excludes members of the farm population not listed on the farm 
schedule.
A number of problems are inherent in Fields's figures for distribution 
of farms by size. As noted above, it does not include farmers for whom a 
value for improved acreage could not be determined, either because they do 
not appear on schedule IV or because no improved acreage figure was given. 
Bode and Ginter have suggested that these cases may represent distinctions 
among classes and types of farmers that were recorded differently by 
individual enumerators. Those farmers who do not appear on schedule IV 
(Bode and Ginter's type 5) may have been absentee landlords who did not 
operate farm units themselves, farmers who had recently lost their farms, or 
first year farmers who had not yet produced a crop. However, this group 
may also have included sharecroppers or tenants which the enumerator 
determined should not be recorded on schedule IV, based on their limited 
rights to the products and land on the farm. Those farmers listed on 
schedule IV without improved acreage were probably tenants as well. 
Fields's estimates for landholding, based on real estate values on schedule I, 
appear to be fairly accurate, but‘ the importance of the one-fourth to one-
^Farms that produced less than $100 worth of products during the preceding years were not to 
be included according to census instructions. That some of these farms were included in 1860 is 
suggested by the high number of Bode and Ginter's type b farms (small amounts of livestock 
only) that were recorded in 1860 for Surry County. See pp. 57-58.
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third of the farm population who did not own land is diminished in his 
discussion of agricultural statistics, which excludes the non landed 
agricultural population, and may undercount small farmers for whom 
improved acreage values were not available.
Fields's discussion of trends in farm size are also misleading with 
respect to the way in which the figures are analyzed. He argues that the 
characteristic farm size was less than 200 acres, which indicates a strong 
yeoman class. Yet throughout the period under study, 18.5% to 26.25% of 
those in the farm population for whom improved acreage was reported, 
operated farms of less than 50 acres, many of whom should likely be 
included in the lower class of farmers, rather than the middle class. In 
addition, the percentage of farmers with less than 200 improved acres is 
decreasing between 1850 and 1860, which Fields cites as an indication that 
landowners were increasing the size of their holdings, and managers were 
increasing the amount of land they had under cultivation. While there is 
indeed a slight upward movement, these figures do not indicate what 
percentage of the total improved acreage was held by small and large 
farmers, nor does it indicate the relative value of the land held by large and 
small farmers.
Fields recognized this and noted that tax records provide a cross check 
on landownership that include all of an individual's landholdings by 
acreage. Although the tax records do not distinguish between improved and 
unirrTprOved acreage, they nevertheless are one way of determining land 
concentration. The two Tidewater counties examined by Fields yielded 
contradictory results. In Norfolk County, the assessed value of the land of 
individuals owning 500 acres or more accounted for about 28% of the total
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assessed value for the county, while the land of those who owned less than 
500 acres represented about 72% of the value of the land in the county.
Those owning less than 500 acres also held the most valuable land. At 
$12.13 per acre, it was significantly more valuable than the land of the large 
landowners, whose acreage averaged only $4.35 per acre. In Prince George 
County, by contrast, owners of 500 acres or more held 61.6% of the land 
wealth of the county, which was valued at an average of $10.57 per acre. 
Small land owners, meanwhile, held only 38.4% of the assessed value of 
land, and it was valued at an average of $6.24 an acre.
The figures for Norfolk County likely reflect a strong truck farming 
industry, which Fields describes. These farms were generally small, but 
highly valued, while large landholders in the county often possessed large 
tracts of unimproved land in the Great Dismal Swamp and other marginal 
areas.45 In Prince George County, however, which is adjacent to Surry 
County and similar to it in terms of agricultural production, tax records 
show that a small minority of the population controlled a large amount of 
the land wealth of the county. Although Prince George had the highest 
percentage of landholders in the agricultural population of any county that 
Fields studied, the examination of tax records in conjunction with census 
records reveals that approximately 19% of the farm population owned 49% 
of the land, 65% owned the remaining 51%, and that 14.5% owned no land.46 
Overall, using tax records from nine counties, Fields found that 18% of the 
farm population owned 59% of the land, 45% owned the remaining 41% of 
the land, and 37% owned no land at all. Furthermore, in the Piedmont and
45Fields, 125.
461.5% of the farm population was unidentified with regard to land ownership. Ibid., 99,122.
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Coastal Plain, where a high percentage of land was improved and staple crop 
production was dominant, the land of those with over 500 acres of 
improved land was one and a quarter times more valuable than that of 
farmers who owned less than 500 acres. If large farmers and planters are 
compared with small farmers, the gap would probably be even larger, since 
farmers of 200 to 499 acres likely bring the average up for the lower category
47and might be considered small planters, as Fields notes.
These figures suggest that a high percentage of landownership among 
the farm population does not necessarily indicate an equitable distribution 
of wealth. Fields downplays these findings, however, arguing that "[t]hough 
the landless class was large, the majority of the agrarian people were more 
fortunate/' He emphasizes that farms outnumbered plantations, even 
while acknowledging that planters controlled a disproportionate share of 
the best land, at least in the Piedmont and Coastal Plain. Despite owning a 
smaller share of poorer land than the far less numerous planters, however, 
Fields states that there is "no reason to assume that most farmers were 
thereby barred from good crops." He points out that in some areas small 
landholders "held the advantage" in land value, although the figures for 
these regions are clearly affected by the large tracts of unimproved land, 
which decrease the value of large landholdings. A more thorough method 
of measuring concentration of wealth can be applied to the distribution of 
several types of wealth to determine the relative share of these assets held by 
the various classes of farmers in the agricultural economy. Such methods 
were used by Campbell, and are applied to Surry County in the next section.
47Ibid., 109.
48Ibid., 127.
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Fields also argues that the status of many non-landholders was higher 
than might be assumed. He cites numerous cases of tenants who operated 
large farms and possessed slaves, and suggests that many were able to sell 
their slaves and purchase land during the antebellum period. These 
examples are almost certainly taken from Bode and Ginter's type 3 entries, 
for which acreage and farm value are included on schedule IV. He also 
presents a chart of the number of agricultural heads of household who 
owned land and slaves, land only, slaves only, and neither land nor slaves, 
to show that landless slaveholders made up a significant portion of the 
agricultural population (16% in the Coastal Plain in 1850).49
In Surry County, landless slaveholders accounted for only 5.8% of the 
agricultural population in 1850 as counted by Fields, and less than 1% in 
1860. An analysis of all Bode and Ginter's type 3 entries in Fields's 
population did not provide evidence for a class of wealthy landless tenant 
farmers. This group accounted for only 6% of the total population. Those 
possessing large numbers of slaves or working large tracts of land accounted 
for half of the group, or 3% of the total agricultural population in 1850.
When those individuals are included for whom no improved acreage was 
reported on schedule IV, the "large tenants" described by Fields—those 
working large tracts of improved acreage or possessing slaves—constitute 
only one-fourth of the landless population who are recorded on schedule 
IV. While such well-off tenants certainly existed, they did not represent a 
significant portion of the landless class. By 1860, almost all slaveholders 
were landowners, and the possession of slaves by tenants was virtually non­
existent.
49Fields, 144-150.
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Fields effectively demonstrated that most Virginia farmers were 
neither wealthy plantation owners, nor poor, landless hardscrabble farmers. 
However, by emphasizing landowning and excluding those members of the 
farm population whose production is not recorded in the census, his results 
are misleading. An examination of the concentration of wealth, land, and 
production among the agricultural population which includes the landless 
in its calculations, such as that conducted by Randolph Campbell for 
Harrison County, Texas, can illustrate the degree of economic power held by 
a relatively small portion of the population.
Campbell's Method
Using the data recorded for Surry County, census entries were selected 
using Campbell's methodology as explained in Chapter II. This population 
included all farmer heads of household, plus non-farmers who appeared on 
schedule IV. The data was then tabulated as was done by Campbell for 
Harrison County.
Table 3 shows the percentage of farm operators (i.e., listed on schedule 
IV) and farmers who did not operate a farm (not listed on schedule IV), and 
the percentage of each group that owned slaves. Campbell counted all farm 
operators as landowners, which would give Surry County an extremely high 
rate of landownership—higher than in Harrison County, as well as higher 
than in any of the sample counties of Virginia studied by Fields. This 
suggests that Campbell's method is inaccurate for Surry County. The table 
also shows a decrease in slaveholding farm operators and an increase in 
non-slaveholding farm operators between 1850 and 1860.
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These figures tell us little about the distribution of improved land, 
slaves, and agricultural wealth among farmers in Surry County. Changes in 
the relative size of land and slave holdings cannot be determined, nor can it 
be seen what share of the total wealth of the county was held by the various 
groups. The deflated figure for the percentage of landless is at least partially 
corrected by an examination of the distribution and concentration of 
agricultural wealth from schedule IV, which adds a number of entries for 
which these values were not recorded.
Tables 4-9 show the distribution of improved acreage, cash value, 
corn production, and slaves among farmer heads of household in Surry 
County and Harrison County, Texas, and wheat production in Surry County 
for 1850 and 1860. It also shows the percentage share of these items 
controlled by each group. The percentage of farmers in Surry County 
reporting no improved acreage in 1850 was 23.8%, which decreased to 20.1% 
in 1860 (Table 4). This decrease in landlessness was not as dramatic as that 
seen in Harrison County. Among farmers who reported improved acreage, 
the percentage of those with 1 to 49 acres increased the most, going from 
25.4% of all farmers to 38% of all farmers. In most other categories of farm 
size the percentage of farmers decreased in proportion to the total. The 
percentage of farmers who owned 50 or more acres decreased 9.1% from 1850 
to 1860. These figures suggest a general downward shift in the size of 
improved acreage holdings on Surry County farms during this period. This 
is to be expected in an old county such as Surry, where two centuries of 
farming had exhausted the soil. Much of the natural increase of slaves was 
being exported to the more profitable cotton lands in the Deep South and 
West, or onto the most productive lands in the county, such as were found
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along the James River. Land that was formerly worked by small slave 
holdings was then taken up by smaller proprietors.
A comparison of farmers controlling less than 50 acres with those 
controlling 200 or more acres points up the difference in landholding trends 
in Surry and Harrison counties in the ten year period under study. The 
percentage of farmers with less than 50 acres in Surry County increased from 
49% to 58% of the total between 1850 and I860, while those with farms of 200 
or more acres decreased slightly from 16% to 14%. In Harrison County, by 
contrast, the group of farmers with less than 50 acres decreased significantly 
from 55% to 38%, while those owning 200 acres or more doubled as a 
percentage of all farmers, from 12% to 24%, as new cotton lands were 
brought into production and opportunities for large profits were realized.
The concentration of improved acreage among farmers in Surry 
County, as shown in the "percent of total acres" column of Table 4, reveals 
the disproportionate share of the total improved acres of the county held by 
the largest farmers in 1850. Farmers with 400 or more improved acres 
constituted 7.4% of all farmers in 1850 and controlled 40.9% of the total 
improved acres in the county, while those farmers operating farms of less 
than 100 acres constituted 69.1% of all farmers, but controlled only 18.9% of 
the total improved acres of the county. The distribution of improved 
acreage did not change significantly by 1860, although the "middle class" of 
farmers did see a slight improvement in their relative position. The 
percentage of farmers with 400 or more improved acres decreased to 5% of 
all farmers, while their share of the county's total improved acres decreased 
to 35.6%. Meanwhile, those farmers who owned 100 to 399 acres increased 
their share of the total improved acreage of the county from 40.2% to 46.3%.
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This does not support the idea of a strengthened middle class, however, 
since this class of farmers decreased as a percentage of all farmers from 23.6% 
to 22.3%. Thus, there was no movement of farmers from smaller 
landholding classes into the middle class as suggested by Fields. Moreover, 
the percentage share of total improved acres controlled by those owning 
between 1 and 99 acres of land decreased 0.6% (from 18.9% to 18.3%), 
although they increased as percentage of all farmers from 45.3% to 52.5%. 
When those farmers controlling less than 100 improved acres are taken 
together, their proportion to the total number of farmers increased 3.5%, 
while their share of the total acreage of the county decreased by 0.5%. 
Although there was a slight decrease in the percentage of landless farmers, 
and an increase in the percentage share of land held by the middle class of 
farmers, the fact remained that over 70% of the farmers in the county 
controlled less than 20% of the improved acres. The overall picture of the 
distribution of improved acreage among Surry County farmers in 1860 was 
one of inequity.
Overall these figures provide no clear pattern of land redistribution 
in Surry County in the decade prior to the Civil War, although as a class, 
those farmers who held between 100 and 399 acres gained the most acreage 
in proportion to their numbers. Those farmers in the largest category of 
farm size (1000 acres or more) also gained a significant portion of the 
county's wealth during the ten year period, while the proportion of farmers 
controlling 1 to 50 acres increased as their share of the total acres decreased.
Fields's contention that increased landholding and decreased 
slaveholding was a result of farmers selling their slaves and purchasing 
land is not supported by the data in Table 4. Although slaveholding
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decreased significantly, the percentage of the total improved acreage of the 
county held by non-slaveholders increased only in proportion to the 
increased number of non-slaveholders. That is, slaveholders still controlled 
significantly more land than did non-slaveholders. In 1860, slaveholders 
represented only 28.1% of all farmers, but controlled 70% of the county's 
improved acreage. Nor does there appear to be any significant change in the 
position of the non-slaveholding yeoman farmer. Based on Fields's 
hypothesis, this class should have increased as a percentage of all farmers as 
well as increasing their share of the county's acres, as they sold slaves and 
purchased increased amounts of land. Although there is a slight increase in 
the percentage share of improved acreage controlled by non-slaveholding 
farmers with between 100 and 400 acres, the greatest increase among non­
slaveholders was among farmers with one to 49 acres. Since there was no 
significant decrease in the number of landless farmers, it would appear that 
the increase in non-slaveholding farmers with small amounts of improved 
acreage was a result of yeoman farmers losing both land and slaves to larger 
farmers. The figures for neither 1850 nor 1860 reveal any increase in the 
position of "yeomen farmers" as suggested by the Owsley school.
Proponents of the Owsley school maintained that the large farmers 
did not control the more valuable land, although when the distribution of 
farm cash value is examined for Surry County (Table 5), the inequities 
between the wealthier and poorer farmers becomes more pronounced than 
for improved acreage, suggesting that the largest farmers controlled not only 
the largest share of the land, but also the more valuable land.
As with improved acreage, there was a slight decrease in the 
percentage of farmers with no cash value recorded for their farms; and,
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although not shown in Table 4, the total cash value of farms in both 
counties increased significantly, suggesting that the overall increase in 
agricultural wealth in the South during the decade benefited both wealthy 
and poor farmers in both old and new regions of the South.50 The 
opportunity for success was much greater in Harrison County, however, 
where the percentage of farms worth $2,000 or more increased from 24% to 
43% from 1850 to 1860, while in Surry County the increase in the percentage 
of farms in this category was more modest, rising from 15% to 21%. In the 
mature lands of Surry County, the inequitable pattern of wealth distribution 
was more firmly entrenched.
Although the distribution of farms by cash value remained relatively 
stable in Surry County from 1850 to 1860, the percentage of the total cash 
value of farms in Surry County held by the poorest farmers decreased 
between 1850 and 1860. In 1850, those farmers whose farm cash value was 
greater than zero but less than $1,000 made up 51% of all farmers, but 
controlled only 14% of the total cash value of farms in the county. By 1860, 
that class had not changed appreciably as a percentage of all farmers (49.6%), 
but their share of the total cash value of farms had decreased to only 7.6%. 
Meanwhile, those farmers whose farms were valued at $5,000 or more 
represented 7.5% of all farmers in 1850 and controlled 53.4% of the farm cash 
value. By 1860, this group represented 10.2% of all farmers, and had 
increased their share of the total farm cash value to 69.8%. These figures 
show an even greater inequality than in Harrison County, Texas. There, a 
relatively strong "middle class" existed, with those controlling farms valued
50DeBow, The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850; Kennedy, Agriculture of the United 
States in 1860. Both counties also saw an increase in the number of farms, although the 
increase in Surry County may be fallacious. See pp. 57-58.
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at $1,000 or greater gaining both in numbers and in share of the farm cash 
value, while those farmers with farms valued at less than $1,000 decreased 
as a class from 58.9% to 35.4% This group's share of the total farm value of 
the county fell sharply as well, from 8.9% to 4.1%, indicating that successful 
farmers were able to purchase the best quality land from struggling farmers 
with their cotton profits. A comparison of farm cash values for Surry and 
Harrison counties suggests that the fresh lands and cotton profits of Texas 
provided a greater opportunity for achieving yeoman status than did the 
worn out lands of the Tidewater.
Table 5 also shows that selling slaves provided no advantage in terms 
of acquiring valuable land. Although they made up only 41.9% of the farm 
population in 1850 and 28.2% in 1860, slaveholders controlled 84.1% and 
74.5% respectively, of the total cash value of farms in Surry County for those 
years. This is comparable to Harrison County, where slaveholding was 
higher and remained relatively stable from 1850 to 1860. Slaveholders in 
that county controlled 92.5% and 88% of the cash value of farms in 1850 and 
1860 respectively.
Tables 6-8 show the distribution of corn and wheat production among 
slaveholding and non-slaveholding farmers in Surry County. These two 
crops represent the greatest quantities of the county's agricultural 
production, and Lewis Gray noted that in the Tidewater by the end of the 
eighteenth century, farmers had abandoned tobacco in favor of producing 
corn and wheat for export, rotating the two grains with a year or two of 
leaving land fallow or using it for grazing land.51 Corn was grown by almost 
88% of all farmers in Surry County in 1850. Although it was the second
51 Gray, vol. 1, 607-608.
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most common crop, wheat was grown by less than one-quarter of all 
farmers. The tables show that in Surry County a few large farmers grew the 
bulk of these two crops. Those who produced small quantities of corn and 
wheat, though they represented a vast majority of the farmers, contributed 
only a small portion of the county's overall production.
In 1850, almost three-fourths (74.8%) of the corn in the county was 
grown by a little more than one-fourth of the farmers (25.6%). When only 
those farmers producing more than 1,000 bushels of corn are included, the 
inequity is even more pronounced (13.2% of farmers produced 57.9% of the 
crop). The situation was similar in 1860. In that year, those farmers who 
produced more than 1,000 bushels of corn represented 11.6% of all farmers, 
but they accounted for 60% of the corn crop. Those farmers that produced 
between 100 and 999 bushels maintained their share of the county's corn 
output (40.5% in 1850, to 39.7% in 1860), while they declined as a percentage 
of all farmers (62% in 1850, to 40.5% in 1860), suggesting that middling 
farmers were contributing more to the agricultural economy. However, the 
number of farmers who produced no corn, a basic element of any self- 
sufficient American farm, increased dramatically from 12.2% in 1850 to 
44.8% in 1860. Those farmers growing no corn, then, appear to have come 
from the ranks of those who had grown less than 500 bushels in 1850, while 
those who grew more than 100 bushels increased their share of the county's
52total corn production while declining as a percentage of all farmers.
Corn production in Harrison County, Texas follows a similar pattern, 
even though cotton was the main focus of the plantation. Large amounts of
52A portion of this increase may be a result of the high number of type b farms in 1860, which 
had no crop production and only small amounts of livestock, and probably should not have 
been enumerated according to the census instructions. See pp. 57-58.
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corn were necessary on slave-operated farms for feeding both humans and 
livestock. Indeed, over 90% of the total corn crop in Harrison County in 
1850 was produced by slaveholding farmers. The percentage of the total crop 
produced by large farmers in Harrison County increased between 1850 and 
1860. In 1850, about 5% of the farms in the county produced 2,000 bushels or 
more of corn, representing a little more than one-fourth (27.4%) of the 
county corn crop. By 1860, the number of farms in this class had more than 
doubled, and their ouput represented almost half (47.9%) of the total corn 
crop, illustrating the declining importance of the small farm. Unlike Surry 
County, however, the percentage of farmers who produced no corn declined 
significantly, and the vast majority produced 200 bushels or more. This is 
further evidence that a greater proportion of the farm population in 
Harrison County was able to move into the upper echelon of farm wealth 
and production, and that the opportunity for success was higher there than 
in the Tidewater, where agricultural wealth had "settled in" among a small 
class of farm families.
Wheat production was less common among Surry County farmers, 
but in general it reflects a similar inequity in production.53 Those who did 
grow wheat generally grew large quantities. In 1850, farmers who produced 
200 or more bushels of wheat made up 5.5% of all farmers, but produced 
71.8% of the county's wheat crop. By 1860, the total wheat production in the 
county had more than doubled (14,098 bushels in 1850 to 36,761 bushels in 
I860),54 but production was still concentrated in the hands of the largest 
farmers. Those farmers who produced 500 or more bushels of wheat in 1860
53Figures for wheat production in Harrison County, Texas were not examined by Campbell.
54DeBow, The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850; Kennedy, Agriculture of the United 
States in 1860.
50
made up four percent of all farmers, but produced nearly 70% of the total 
crop. Wheat production was also dominated by slaveholding farmers, who 
accounted for 83.3% of the crop in 1860, an increase in their share of the total 
crop, despite a significant decrease in their numbers as a percentage of all 
farmers.
These figures are somewhat skewed by the fact that a large percentage 
(62%) of non-slaveholding farmers grew no wheat at all. Table 8 shows the 
distribution of wheat production among farmers who grew wheat.
Although the relative position of non-slaveholding wheat farmers is 
improved somewhat when compared in this way, this table shows that 
between 1850 and 1860, the percentage share of the county's wheat crop 
produced by non-slaveholders decreased from 21.8% to 16.7%, while their 
proportion among wheat growing farmers increased from 36.5% to 41.1%. 
Thus the importance of the non-slaveholding farmer to the production of 
this important commodity decreased during this ten year period.
55Gavin W right contends that an emphasis on land as the most 
important measure of wealth is misleading in a period when land was 
cheap and labor was dear. Thus, slaves would have been a significant source 
of wealth. In this view, the decline in slaveholding represents a loss of 
valuable wealth rather than a step toward "yeomanry." An examination of 
the distribution of slaves among Surry County farmers between 1850 and 
1860 (Table 9) illustrates that the increasing inequity in wealth holdings was 
reflected in this category as well. As was found in other studies of the 
antebellum South, the number of farmers in Surry County who owned no 
slaves increased during the 10 years prior to the Civil War. Non-
55Wright, "Economic Democracy," 68.
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slaveholders went from 58% of all farmers in 1850 to 71.7% in 1860.
However, as we have seen from examining various measures of wealth and 
production among farmers, those who dispossessed themselves of slaves 
saw no improvement in their relative economic position among other 
farmers in the county. The proportion of farmers who had small 
slaveholdings (from one to four individuals), decreased sharply as did their 
share of the total slave holdings. At the same time, those farmers who 
owned 40 or more slaves more than doubled their share of the slave 
holdings of the county (from 16.1% in 1850 to 32.8% in 1860). Although this 
group also increased as a proportion of all farmers during the period (from 
1.3% in 1850 to 2.2% in 1860), they still represented a very small percentage 
of th farm population. By contrast, in Harrison County, the increase in the 
percentage share of the total slave population owned by this group was 
almost identical to that of Surry County (15.5% in 1850 to 32.9% in 1860), but 
the percentage of farmers in this group increased much more rapidly than 
in Surry County (from 2.1% in 1850 to 5.9% in 1860). Thus, in Harrison 
County, an increasingly larger percentage of the farm population 
participated in the plantation economy. In Surry County, agriculture on this 
scale continued to be limited to a small portion of the population, albeit one 
whose share of the total wealth was growing. The greater opportunity for 
slaveholding in Harrison County is reflected in figures for farmers with 
moderate size holdings as well. Farmers who owned 5 to 19 slaves 
represented 29.3% of the agricultural population in 1860 and controlled 
34.9% of the slave population. By contrast, in Surry County this group 
represented only 14.2% of the farmers, but they held a comparable share of 
the county's slaves. Slaveholding at all levels was more equitably
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distributed in Harrison County than in Surry County, where the slave 
population was concentrated into the hands of relatively few farmers.
Since the overall number of slaves in the county increased slightly 
from 2,479 to 2,515 despite the sharp decrease in slaveholding during the 
period, and the number of slave owners in the county decreased only 
slightly (159 to 138), it appears that small slaveholders were selling their 
slaves to plantation owners, both locally and out of state, who, as we have 
seen, were also increasing their control over other aspects of the agricultural 
economy. Many slaves were undoubtedly being sold out of the county and 
to plantations in the Deep South.56 The numbers suggest that most of the 
slaves sold out of the county came from marginal farms with small 
numbers of slaves, reflecting another area in which wealth was becoming 
more inequitably distributed.
Visual analysis of the tables presented above indicates that wealth was 
ill-distributed in Surry County in the antebellum period. However, there is 
statistical measure of inequality that provides a single value for each 
measure of wealth, which can be used for comparison. This measure of 
inequality is called the Gini Index, and it measures the amount of deviation 
from perfect equality in a distribution of values. The index is generated 
from the Lorenz Curve, which plots the cumulative wealth of the 
population against the cumulative percentage of individuals in the 
population. Figure 1 shows the Lorenz Curve for a perfectly distributed 
variable and for an inequitably distributed variable. In an equitable
56Campbell cites a generally accepted figure of a 2.15% annual natural increase of the slave 
population, based on figures for the entire South. The increase in Surry County represents an 
increase of only 1.45% for the decade, or less than two tenths of a percent annually. See 
Campbell, A Southern Community in Crisis, 62.
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FIGURE 1. LORENZ CURVE FOR PERFECTLY DISTRIBUTED VARIABLE 
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distribution, the cumulative percent of the wealth would increase at the 
same rate as the cumulative percent of the population; that is, 20% of the 
population would possess 20% of the wealth of the population, 40% would 
possess 40%, and so on. In an inequitable distribution, the first 20% of the 
population might possess only 5% of the wealth, while 95% of the 
population might possess 80% of the wealth. The wealthiest 5% of the 
population, then, would own the remaining 20% of the wealth. The 
plotting of these cumulative values produces a curve that deviates from the 
perfect diagonal line of an equitable distribution. The Gini Index measures 
the area under the curve as a value between 0 (perfect equality) and 1 (total 
concentration). The value can be interpreted as a relative measure by 
comparison with other values, or as an absolute measure by assigning
57arbitrary categories of high, medium and low inequality. Since no 
complex society has a completely equitable distribution of wealth, viewing 
the Gini Index as a relative measure would appear to be a more reasonable 
approach. Campbell and Wright both make use of this measure for various 
agricultural populations during the antebellum period.
Gini Index values of concentration for improved acreage, farm cash 
value, slaves, corn production, and wheat production in Surry County are 
shown in Table 10 for three groups of the agricultural population. All 
farmers includes all of the farm population as defined by Campbell; farm 
operators includes only those farmers who appear on schedule IV with 
some improved acreage; finally, only those farm operators who owned 
slaves are counted. These categories were defined by Campbell and allow
57For a more detailed discussion of the Lorenz curve and Gini Index, see Charles M. Dollar and 
Richard J. Jensen, Historian's Guide to Statistics: Quantitative Analysis and Historical 
Research (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston), 1971, 123-125.
TABLE 10. GINI INDICES OF CONCENTRATION IN AGRICULTURAL WEALTH AND PRODUCTION FOR 
THREE CLASSES OF FARMERS IN THREE REGIONS OF THE SOUTH, 1850 AND 1860.
1 8 5 0
I m p r o v e d Farm C ash
A c r e a g e V a lu e S l a v e s Corn
Surry County
All Farmers 0 . 6 5 6 0 . 7 4 9 0 .8 0 1 0 . 6 4 3
Farm Operators Only 0 . 5 4 5 0 . 6 7 4 0 .7 4 1 0 . 5 7 6
Slaveholding Farm
Operators Only 0 . 4 5 2 0 . 5 6 0 0 . 5 0 7 0 . 4 8 2
Harrison County, TX
All Farmers 0 . 6 4 3 0 . 6 7 0 0 . 6 5 0 0 . 6 2 4
Farm Operators Only 0 . 4 6 5 0 . 5 2 9 0 . 5 8 7 0 . 4 6 5
Slaveholding Farm
Operators Only 0 . 4 4 4 0 . 4 8 3 0 . 4 5 4 0 . 4 2 7
Cotton Growing
Central Plain (Wright) 0 . 6 3 9 0 . 7 5 0
1 8 6 0
0 . 7 9 2
Surry County
All Farmers 0 . 6 8 7 0 . 7 9 8 0 . 8 6 5 0 . 8 9 9
Farm Operators Only 0 . 5 7 2 0 . 6 9 3 0 .7 9 1 0 . 8 4 9
Slavehold ing Farm
Operators Only 0 . 4 3 2 0 . 5 1 6 0 . 4 9 7 0 . 8 0 4
Harrison County, TX
All Farmers 0 . 6 1 3 0 . 5 9 7 0 . 6 7 7 0 . 6 0 4
Farm Operators Only 0 . 5 6 2 0 . 5 4 2 0 . 6 5 2 0 . 5 4 6
Slaveholding Farm
Operators Only 0 . 4 7 8 0 . 4 8 2 0 . 4 8 4 0 . 4 7 6
Cotton Growing
Central Plain (Wright) 0 . 5 9 3 0 . 6 6 0 0 . 7 6 8 -
W h e a t
0 . 9 0 8
0 . 8 6 2
0 . 7 7 5
0 . 9 2 7
0.866
0 . 7 3 4
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comparison with his results for Harrison County, Texas. Those values, 
along with Gini Index values determined by Wright for the Central Plain 
region, are also presented in Table 10. The values for Surry County and 
Harrison County are quite comparable, and indicate that there was a 
significant degree of concentration of wealth in all categories of wealth 
holding in the two counties. Although wealth was more equitably 
distributed among slaveholding farmers and farmers who operated farms, 
the Gini Index values show that while the percentage of landholders in the 
agricultural population increased during the decade prior to the Civil War, 
wealth was nevertheless becoming more concentrated among a few large 
landholders. Although the decrease in the percentage of landless farmers in 
Harrison County from 1850 to 1860 resulted in a slight decrease in 
concentration among all farmers, the concentration of wealth among 
landholding farmers increased during the period. In Surry County the 
degree of concentration was even greater than in Harrison County in all 
categories of wealth holding; and, between 1850 and 1860, despite a slight 
decrease in the percentage of landless farmers, the overall concentration of 
wealth increased in almost every category, particularly slaves and cash crop, 
among all farmers and landholding farmers. Only landed slaveholding 
farmers saw a decrease in wealth concentration among those in their group.
The figures for Surry County are affected by the large free black 
population, many of whom reported their occupation as farmer, and almost 
all of whom were landless. Since so few of Harrison County's residents 
were of this class and suffered the same institutional barriers, a fair 
comparison of the two counties should account for this demographic 
difference. When the Gini index values for Surry County are recalculated
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without free black farmers, the result is an overall decrease in wealth 
concentration in Surry County (see Table 10). Improved acreage is actually 
more equitably distributed among white farmers in Surry County in 1850 
than among all farmers in Harrison County (.633 for Surry County, .643 for 
Harrison County). However, in 1860, Harrison County has a more equitable 
distribution of improved acres among all farmers than does Surry County 
among white farmers. And farm cash values continues to be considerably 
more concentrated in Surry County than in Harrison County.
Using Campbell's methods, then, results for Surry County indicate 
that the inequality in the distribution of key indicators of agricultural wealth 
and production was similar to that in Harrison County, Texas, although 
there was a slightly higher degree of inequality overall in Surry County, and 
in the 10 year period prior to the Civil War that inequality increased in all 
categories of wealthholding among farmers. Perhaps the most significant 
feature of the Gini index values for Surry County, Harrison County, and 
Wright's sample, given the possible variables in the data, is that they show a 
remarkably stable, albeit unequal, distribution of wealth in the decade 
leading to the Civil War.58
Bode and Ginter's Method
The application of Campbell's methods to Surry County, Virginia, has 
shown that two widely disparate counties in the South had similar patterns
58The dramatic increase of concentration in com production between 1850 and 1860 appears to 
be an abberation.
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of wealth distribution during the antebellum period. However, Bode and 
Ginter's criticism that Campbell has oversimplified the recording procedure 
and has ignored important information that can be derived from the 
available data deserves consideration, particularly in light of the low 
landless rate for Surry County obtained from using Campbell's method.
One of the objects of Bode and Ginter's work is to accurately determine the 
percentage of tenants in the agricultural population. In order to do that, 
they concluded that it is necessary to develop a standardized recordation 
technique that will allow researchers studying different parts of the country 
to produce statistically comparable results. Therefore, the data for Surry 
County was re-examined using the techniques developed by Bode and 
Ginter.
The agricultural population of Surry County was recounted using 
Bode and Ginter's parameters (see Chapter II), and the entries were assigned 
types based on the rules described. Bode and Ginter found that in most 
cases, farmers for whom no real estate value was recorded on schedule I, 
had either improved acreage, farm value or both omitted from their entry 
on the agricultural schedule. These they assumed to be tenants (type 2). 
Those farmers who had full acreage and farm value recorded but no real 
estate were considered to be possible tenants (type 3); these cases were 
relatively few. In cases where acreage and farm value were reported for 
some tenants, but not others, Bode and Ginter suggest that the enumerator 
was making a distinction between different types of tenants, although in 
most cases what distinction was being made is difficult to determine. Such 
is the case in Surry County.
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Table 11 presents the number of each type recorded for Surry County 
in 1850 and I860, and the percentage of the total farm population 
represented by each type. Contrary to the figures obtained using Campbell's 
methods, this table shows that the proportion of landholding farmers that 
were genuine producers (type la) decreased between 1850 and 1860.
However, the figures appear to be strongly affected by the unusually large 
number of type b owner-operators reported in 1860. These individuals 
reported no arable crop and possessed only small amounts of livestock. The 
large percentage of schedule IV entries in this category in 1860 suggests that 
the enumerator in that year did not follow the census instructions for 
excluding those persons possessed of small amounts of livestock, while the 
enumerator in 1850 did. In order to compare the results from the two years, 
these erroneously recorded entries from 1860 should be excluded from the 
tabulations.
Table 12 shows the figures with type b and c entries excluded. The 
result shows a significant change in the percentage of only two types 
between 1850 and 1860. An increase in the proportion of owner-operators is 
accompanied by a similar decrease in the proportion of certain tenants (type 
2a), suggesting a movement from landlessness to landownership. However, 
the distribution also shows small increases in the number of type 3a and 
type 5 entries, which Bode and Ginter feel are also probably tenants.59 
Although type 5 entries may represent first year farmers who were unable to 
produce a crop to report for the year, there are enough type b and c entries in 
both years to account for these cases. In addition, the percentage of laborers 
who were not listed on schedule IV increased from 1850 to 1860. This
59Bode and Ginter, 99,107.
TABLE 11. FREQUENCIES OF BODE AND GINTER'S TYPES IN SURRY COUNTY.
1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
% excluding % including % excluding % including
Type No. laborers laborers No. laborers laborers
1a 2 6 0 5 8 .5 6 % 5 2 .4 2 % 2 8 4 5 0 .0 0 % 4 4 .5 8 %
2 a 6 2 1 3 .9 6 % 1 2 .5 0 % 3 0 5 .2 8 % 4 .7 1 %
3a 3 7 8 .3 3 % 7 .4 6 % 3 9 6 .8 7 % 6 .1 2 %
4 8 1.80% 1 .61% 1 0 1 .7 6 % 1 .5 7 %
5 1 6 3 .6 0 % 3 .2 3 % 2 3 4 .0 5 % 3 .6 1 %
6a 3 8 8 .5 6 % 7 .6 6 % 3 8 6 .6 9 % 5 .9 7 %
Total Type a 4 21 9 4 .8 2 % 8 4 .8 8 % 4 2 4 7 4 .6 5 % 6 6 .5 6 %
1b 9 2 .0 3 % 1 .81% 6 7 1 1 .8 0 % 1 0 .5 2 %
2 b 3 0 .6 8 % 0 .6 0 % 1 9 3 .3 5 % 2 .9 8 %
3b 1 0 .2 3 % 0 .2 0 % 3 2 5 .6 3 % 5 .0 2 %
6 b 1 0 .2 3 % 0 .2 0 % 2 3 4 .0 5 % 3 .6 1 %
Total Type b 1 4 3 .1 5 % 2 .8 2 % 141 2 4 .8 2 % 2 2 .1 4 %
1 c 4 0 .9 0 % 0 .8 1 % 2 0 .3 5 % 0 .3 1 %
2c 2 0 .4 5 % 0 .4 0 % 0 0 .0 0 % 0 .0 0 %
3 c 0 0 .0 0 % 0 .0 0 % 0 0 .0 0 % 0 .0 0 %
6c 0 0 .0 0 % 0 .0 0 % 0 0 .0 0 % 0 .0 0 %
Total Type c 6 1 .35% 1.21% 2 0 .3 5 % 0 .3 1 %
Missing 3 0 .6 8 % 0 .6 0 % 1 0 .1 8 % 0 .1 6 %
Laborers 5 2 1 0 .4 8 % 6 9 1 0 .8 3 %
Totals 4 9 6 1 0 0 .0 0 % 1 0 0 .0 0 % 6 3 7 1 0 0 .0 0 % 1 0 0 .0 0 %
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increase may have resulted from the enumerator classifying some tenants as 
laborers in 1860, thus decreasing the percentage of tenants in the farm 
population.
By calculating tenancy rates at different levels based on Bode and 
Ginter's types, the possibility of enumerator methods affecting the 
proportion of landed to landless is further supported. Table 13 shows 
tenancy rates for Surry County calculated at four different levels based on 
Bode and Ginter's formulae. Level I counts as tenants only those who 
reported no estate value and no acreage or farm value on schedule IV (type 
2). Level II adds type 3 entries as tenants. Level III also includes type 5s, 
which are not recorded on schedule IV, as tenants. Finally level IV includes 
laborers into the calculations as tenants, where other conventions appear 
not to have been used. These figures indicate that overall there was a 
decrease in tenancy in Surry County between 1850 and 1860, a result that 
would tend to support the Owsley school's contention that landholding 
opportunities were increasing during the antebellum period, rather than 
land being consolidated in the hands of a wealthy few. However, at each 
tenancy level, the decrease is less pronounced as more types of possible 
tenants are added to the equation. At level I there appears to be a great 
decrease in tenancy between the two years, but at level IV the values are 
more comparable. This suggests the possibility that the change between the 
two census years was a result of some tenants and landless farmers being 
recorded differently in 1860, rather than a significant change in the character 
of the agricultural population.
Using Bode and Ginter's types, then, it can be seen that differences in 
enumeration methods may explain changes in land tenure distribution that
TABLE 12. FREQUENCIES AND PROPORTION OF BODE AND GINTER'S TYPES, EXCLUDING
TYPES B AND C, SURRY COUNTY, VIRIGINIA, 1850 AND 1860.
1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
% excluding % including % excluding % including
Type No. laborers laborers No. laborers laborers
1a 2 6 0 6 1 .7 6 % 5 4 .9 7 % 2 8 4 6 6 .9 8 % 5 7 ,6 1 %
2 a , 6 2 1 4 .7 3 % 1 3 .1 1 % 3 0 7 .0 8 % 6 .0 9 %
3 a 3 7 8 .7 9 % 7 .8 2 % 3 9 9 .2 0 % 7 .9 1 %
4 8 1 .90% 1 .6 9 % 1 0 2 .3 6 % 2 .0 3 %
5 1 6 3 .8 0 % 3 .3 8 % 2 3 5 .4 2 % 4 .6 7 %
6 a 3 8 9 .0 3 % 8 .0 3 % 3 8 8 .9 6 % 7 .7 1 %
Total Type a 421 1 0 0 .0 0 % 8 9 .0 1 % 4 2 4 1 0 0 .0 0 % 8 6 .0 0 %
Laborers 5 2 1 0 .9 9 % 6 9 1 4 .0 0 %
Totals 4 7 3 1 0 0 .0 0 % 4 9 3 1 0 0 .0 0 %
TABLE 13. ESTIMATED TENANCY RATES AT FOUR LEVELS FOR SURRY COUNTY, 
VIRGINIA, 1850 AND 1860.
1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
Level I 1 5 .6 2 % 7 .6 7 %
Level II 2 4 .9 4 % 1 7 .6 5 %
Level III 2 7 .3 2 % 2 1 .7 0 %
Level IV 3 5 .3 1 % 3 2 .6 6 %
Level I = type 2a /types  1a + 2a  + 3a  + 6a
Level II = types  2 a  + 3a /types 1a + 2a  + 3a  + 6a
Level III = types  2a  + 3a + 5/types 1a + 2a  + 3a  + 4 + 5 + 6a
Level IV = typ es  2 a  + 3a  + 5 + farm laborers/types 1a + 2 a  + 3a  + 4 + 5 + 6 a  + farm laborers
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appear to be a result of actual changes in landholding. Bode and Ginter 
have suggested that sharecroppers, who by law did not own the crop they 
produced or the land they worked, may have been recorded by some 
enumerators as type 5 "farmers without farms" or as laborers. In counties 
where there were significant numbers of types 2 and 3 in the enumeration, 
the enumerator may have been making a distinction betwen types as well. 
Bode and Ginter found that in many cases in Georgia, where one of these 
categories was high, another was low, indicating that specific categories of 
landless farmers were represented in the same way throughout the 
enumeration. It is difficult to draw this distinction for Surry County, 
however, as there are significant numbers of types 2, 3, and 5, as well as 
laborers, recorded. If individuals recorded as type 5s or laborers included 
sharecroppers, it is not clear what distinction was intended by the separate 
designation of types 2 and 3. Given the wide variety of tenancy 
arrangements known to exist after the Civil War60 it is possible that in 
counties where a variety of "conventions" for designating tenants appears to 
have been used that the enumerator was making fine distinctions in the 
types of tenancy arrangements. However, simple inconsistency should not 
be ruled out.
The possibility that the enumerators in Surry County were simply 
being inconsistent with regard to the way in which tenants were recorded is 
suggested by a designation found on the farm schedule in 1860. In some 
cases the enumerator had written "tenant" next to the name. However, 
these cases represented only 10% of the farmers from schedule I and those 
listed on schedule IV, and there was no consistency in the way in which
60Ibid, 103-107.
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other values were recorded for these entries. About a fourth of the entries 
were recorded as laborers, and several reported real estate on schedule I. 
Improved acreage was reported for all but 10 of the entries, but these entries 
did not represent all of the type 2s or type 3s reported. If the remaining type 
2s and 3s were not tenants, then what were they? Thus, in Surry County 
there were significant numbers of types 2, 3, and 5, and of laborers, all of 
whom might be counted as landless, but only some of whom were so 
designated in 1860. Those that were not designated as tenants were recorded 
in so many different ways that there is no logical way to determine their 
tenure status. Although the use of other types of data, such as tax records, 
might clarify some of these cases, it may be that it is not possible to draw 
distinctions between types of tenancy or between classes of landless farmers 
for Surry County based on the census data.
The application of Bode and Ginter's types to the data of other 
researchers points up ways in which their conclusions may be flawed. For 
example, in his study of Harrison County, Texas, Campbell accepted all 
farmers who appeared on schedule IV as "farm operators," who were 
statistically treated as landowners. In terms of Bode and Ginter's types, 
Campbell counted types 1, 2, and 3 as landowners, and types 4 and 5 as non­
landowners. This method may have resulted in the erroneous conclusion 
for Harrison County that non-landowners dropped significantly as a 
percentage of all farmers, because the enumerator in 1850 may have 
recorded tenants as type 5, while in 1860 they were recorded as type 3. Thus, 
for 1850, Campbell's figure of 29.7% landless farmers may have been accurate 
since his method of recording tenants was similar to that used by the 
enumerator (i.e., not recording them on schedule IV); in I860, however, the
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enumerator recorded schedule IV values for all or most tenants, falsely 
increasing the number of landowners.
Although Campbell's method for recording information from the 
census may result in some misinterpretations, conclusions concerning 
concentration of wealth using his method seem nevertheless to remain 
valid for Surry County. As he argues, his method of accepting some tenants 
as landholders and some landlords as landless errs on the side of 
overcounting landowners, since landlords typically had more than one 
tenant, while tenants rarely had more than one landlord. In terms of Bode 
and Ginter's types, this method assumes that there are equal numbers of 
types 3 and 4, and that assigning the improved acres and farm value of the 
type 4s to the type 3s will favor a more equitable distribution of land. This 
holds true in Surry County, where there are four times as many type 3s as 
type 4s in 1850, and five times as many in 1860. Thus, in calculating the 
distribution of acreage and cash value, a significant number of landless are 
counted as landowning. Assuming that estate values and farm values are 
typically equal, a comparison of estate values for type 4s and farm cash 
values for type 3s for the two census years shows that using Campbell’s 
method for Surry County, the farm value assigned to the landless group was 
greater than the value not credited to the landed group ($56,555 to $5,010 in 
1850, and $16,322 to $16,180 in 1860). Therefore, the conclusion that land and 
wealth were inequitably distributed based on Gini Index values generated 
from the census data remains valid. This method would have produced
inconsistent results in Bode and Ginter's sample counties in Georgia,
61however, where nine of 16 counties had more type 4s than type 3s. In
61Ibid, Appendices G and H, 224-225, 242-246.
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those counties, the use of Campbell's method would likely overestimate the 
percentage of landless farmers, and might erroneously support his 
contentions.
Comparison of Percentage of Landless Using Different Methods
The different methods can be most easily evaluated by comparing the 
values they yield for the percentage of landless farmers in Surry County. 
Table 14 shows the percentage of landless in Surry County calculated using 
Campbell's, Fields's and Bode and Ginter's methods. The potential 
inaccuracy of counting as tenants only those farmers who did not appear on 
schedule IV, as Campbell does, can be seen for Surry County, where this 
method results in a tenancy rate of only about 5% in both census years. This 
is clearly an underestimate. A more accurate figure results when type 2s, 
those farmers on schedule IV for whom no improved acreage was recorded, 
are added to the landless class. This results in a landless rate of 23.8% in 
1850 and 20.1% in 1860. This is comparable to the figure obtained at level II 
of Bode and Ginter's method, which counts types 2 and 3 as landless. Level 
III of Bode and Ginter's scheme yields a slightly higher landless rate, which 
would appear to be closer to the correct level, since it switches type 3s, who 
likely do not own land, with type 4s, who likely do own land, in Campbell's 
scheme.63 Fields's method in essence adds a sample of laborers, of which
62Campbell counted these entries as landless when examining improved acreage and farm cash 
value, as did I when replicating Campbell's method; however, this group accounted for only a 
slight increase in the number of farmers with no improved acreage in Harrison County, 
whereas it constituted a significant group in Surry County.
63I.e., Percentage of landless in the agricultural population: Bode and Ginter Level III = types 
2a + 3a +5/types la  + 2a + 3a +4 + 5 + 6a; Campbell's method (no improved acres) = types 2 + 4 
+ 5/types 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5.
TABLE 14. LANDLESS OR TENANCY RATES FOR SURRY COUNTY USING 
DIFFERENT METHODS.
1 8 5 0  1 8 6 0
Cam pbell (not on s c h e d u le  IV) 4 .8 4 % 5 .1 8 %
C am pbell (improved a c re s ) 2 3 .8 0 % 2 0 .1 0 %
Fields (12% of laborers)* 3 0 .2 0 % 2 7 .2 0 %
Bode and  Ginter, Level I 1 5 .6 2 % 7 .6 7 %
Bode a n d  Ginter, Level II 2 4 .9 4 % 1 7 .6 5 %
Bode an d  Ginter, Level III 2 7 .3 2 % 2 1 .7 0 %
Bode and  Ginter, Level IV 3 5 .3 1 % 3 2 .6 6 %
*8.4% in 1850 an d  10 .4%  in 1860 a re  unidentified a s  to landholding s ta tu s  
b e c a u s e  they  a p p e a r  on sc h e d u le  IV but do  not a p p e a r  on sc h ed u le  I.
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12.6% are counted as landowners, to Bode and Ginter's level III estimate, 
and produces tenancy levels between their levels III and IV. Level IV of 
Bode and Ginter includes all laborers as a part of the agricultural population, 
and results in the highest estimate of tenancy for the county.
Bode and Ginter's level III estimate appears to be the most accurate 
figure for the percentage of tenants among all farmers in Surry County, 
while their level IV estimate and Field's method appear to provide the most 
accurate figure for the percentage of landless families in the overall 
agricultural population. Because Bode and Ginter were interested in the 
level of tenancy rather than landlessness, they suggest that laborers should 
only be included in cases where it appears that some tenants, such as 
sharecroppers, have been recorded as laborers. In Surry County, the 
occurrence of statistically significant numbers of types 2, 3, and 5, as well as 
types b and c, suggests that various forms of tenancy have been accounted 
for by these conventions, and that the 10% of the agricultural population 
reported as laborers were in fact day laborers, whose relationship with the 
land they worked differed from that of individuals recorded as farmers. The 
inclusion of laborers in the farm population, as at Bode and Ginter's level 
IV or by Fields's sampling method, provides an upper limit to the landless 
rate, and includes all household heads that were a part of the agricultural 
community that did not own real estate.64
The varying results for the percentage of landless in Surry County 
using different methods suggests that, at a minimum, the methodology 
employed in such statistical analyses of the agricultural population from the
^Two laborers in Surry County (3% of those not on schedule IV) in 1860 owned real estate, 
valued at $20 and $25. Those laborers who owned real estate and were listed on schedule IV 
were counted as owners under both Fields's and Bode and Ginter's scheme.
64
census should be made explicit by each researcher, so that accurate 
comparisons can be made. Subsequent researchers should study the 
advantages and disadvantages of each method for the types of question with 
which they are concerned. Fields's method of determining landholding, 
using real estate value on schedule I, although the most outdated, may 
provide the most accurate value for the least effort in terms of percentage of 
landowners in the agricultural population. However, it does not allow for 
the more extensive analysis of farm statistics and tenancy traditions 
provided by Campbell and Bode and Ginter.
CHAPTER IV
THE EXTENDED AGRICULTURAL POPULATION
Previous studies of the agricultural population of the South have 
generally limited their examination to male heads of households and those 
who listed a farm occupation or appeared on the farm schedule. While this 
practice has allowed for relative consistency in the population under study, 
it fails to account for much of the population in the South for whom 
questions of wealth distribution were of great significance. Those farmers 
and farm laborers who could not afford to maintain their own household, 
or the sons of farmers who were unable to move out of the old homeplace, 
are certainly members of the agricultural population, as are women who 
headed farm units. In this chapter, these individuals are included with the 
traditional male farmer head of household to form what I have termed the 
"extended agricultural population," and incorporated into the models of 
wealth distribution that were previously examined, to determine to what 
extent their inclusion affects these economic m easures.65
Since no occupation was ordinarily given for women, and other 
statistics were typically incomplete, some women who were full participants 
in the agricultural system may have been neglected by previous studies. In 
his study of the agricultural population of Virginia, Fields selected those 
individuals who listed a farm occupation on schedule I, and therefore did
65For a full exlanation of how this group was defined, see Chapter II, pp. 16-18.
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not include women who headed farms. Campbell recorded all entries from 
the agricultural schedule, and hence included any women listed there for 
Harrison County, Texas. Bode and Ginter reportedly recorded all entries on 
schedule 4, which would suggest that they recorded at least some women, 
although they note that their data are incomplete for women in the 
agricultural population.66
In addition to women listed on schedule IV, I recorded women heads 
of household with real estate from schedule I as possible members of the 
agricultural population. Although it is not possible to determine if a 
woman's estate holdings represented a farm, it was hoped that an analysis of 
this group would provide clues to the ways in which enumerators handled 
cases of women farmers. For example, if no occupation is assigned, single 
women or widows who owned farms that were operated by laborers or 
tenants would not normally be counted as part of the agricultural 
population. Apparently in Surry County such cases were uncommon, or 
women's property was underreported by census enumerators. No women 
heads of household reported real estate in 1850, and only eight did in 1860. 
However, 50 women were listed on the agricultural schedule in 1850, and 86 
in 1860; thus, although women who headed farms were not assigned the 
occupation of farmer, statistics for their farms were nevertheless recorded 
on the agricultural schedule. An analysis of the women on the agricultural 
schedule reveals that most had small holdings, which were generally less 
valuable than those held by men.
Table 15 shows the distribution of estate value and improved acreage 
among women farmers, men farmers (not including those that are not
66Bode and Ginter, 14.
TABLE 15. DISTRIBUTION OF ESTATE VALUE AND IMPROVED ACREAGE AMONG WOMEN FARMERS, MEN FARMERS, 
AND BOTH MEN AND WOMEN FARMERS, SURRY COUNTY, VIRGINIA, 1850 AND 1860.
WOMEN 1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0 1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
Value of 
E s ta te
% w om en  
fa rm ers
% total 
e s t a t e  value
% w o m en  
f a rm e rs
% total 
e s t a t e  value
S ize  of 
a c r e a q e  held
%  w o m en  
f a rm ers
% total 
a c re s
% w o m e n  
fa rm e r s
% total 
a c r e s
0 2 0 0 2 0 . 2 0 0 1 6 0 1 7 0
1 - 2 4 9 3 0 10 .1 3 9 . 4 4 . 9 1 - 4 9 3 4 1 4 . 8 5 7 . 4 2 4 .1
2 5 0 - 4 9 9 2 2 1 9 .2 1 7 6 .7 5 0 - 9 9 2 8 2 9 1 0 . 6 1 4 .8
5 0 0 - 9 9 9 1 4 2 5 . 8 7 . 4 6 .7 1 0 0 - 1 9 9 1 8 3 4 . 4 1 1 .7 3 7 . 6
1 0 0 0 - 1 9 9 9 1 4 4 4 . 9 8 . 5 1 1 2 0 0 - 2 9 9 2 8 .4 2 .1 1 3 .1
2 0 0 0 - 4 9 9 9 0 0 3 . 2 8 . 7 3 0 0 - 3 9 9 0 0 0 0
5 0 0 0 - 9 9 9 9 0 0 1.1 8 . 9 4 0 0 - 4 9 9 2 1 3 .5 1.1 1 0 . 5
1 0 . 0 0 0 - 1 9 , 9 9 9 0 0 2 .1 2 7 . 9 5 0 0 - 9 9 9 0 0 0 0
2 0 . 0 0 0 - 4 9 , 9 9 9 0 0 1.1 2 5 . 3 1 0 0 0 + 0 0 0 0
5 0 , 0 0 0 + 0 0 0 0
T ota ls 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 T o ta ls 1 0 0 1 0 0 .1 1 0 0 1 0 0
VEN 1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0 1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
Value of 
E s ta te
% of m ale 
f a rm ers
%  total  
e s t a t e  va lue
% of m ale  
f a rm e r s
%  total  
e s t a t e  value
S ize  of 
a c r e a q e  held
% of m ale  
f a rm e rs
% total 
a c re s
% of m ale  
f a rm e r s
%  total 
a c r e s
0 3 0 . 7  I 0 2 9 . 3 0 0 2 5 0 2 2 . 4 0
1 - 2 4 9 1 5 .8  I 1 .6 1 4 . 5 0 . 7 1 - 4 9 2 4 .1 5 .5 3 2 . 8 6 . 8
2 5 0 - 4 9 9 1 3 . 7  ! 3 . 7 7 . 9 1.1 5 0 - 9 9 1 8 .8 1 1 .4 1 5 9 . 5
5 0 0 - 9 9 9 1 1 .6  I 6 1 3 .1 3 .4 1 0 0 - 1 9 9 1 4 .6 1 6 .3 1 2 . 8 1 6 . 5
1 0 0 0 - 1 9 9 9 1 2 .5  1 3 . 6 1 0 . 3 5 .4 2 0 0 - 2 9 9 5 . 7 1 1 .9 7 . 4 1 7 . 3
2 0 0 0 - 4 9 9 9 8 .6  I 2 1 . 4 1 2 . 8 1 6 . 2 3 0 0 - 3 9 9 3 .9 1 1 .6 3 . 7  1 2
5 0 0 0 - 9 9 9 9 4 . 8  2 3 . 4 5 . 7 1 4 . 5 4 0 0 - 4 9 9 2 .4 9 .4 2 I 8 . 2
1 0 , 0 0 0 - 1 9 , 9 9 9 1 .8  I 1 6 . 7 4 . 2 2 3 . 9 5 0 0 - 9 9 9 5 .4 3 1 3 I 1 9 .1
2 0 . 0 0 0 - 4 9 . 9 9 9 0 .6  I 1 3 . 6 1 . 7  I 1 7 . 9 1 0 0 0 + 0 . 3 2 .9 1 I 1 0 . 7
5 0 , 0 0 0 + 0 I 0 0 . 5  I 1 6 . 8
T ota ls 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 T o ta ls 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0  1 0 0
BOTH 1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0 1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
Value of 
E s ta te
% of all 
f a rm ers
% total 
e s ta te  va lue
% of all 
f a rm e r s
%  total 
e s t a t e  value
S ize  of 
a c r e a q e  held
% of all 
f a rm ers
% total 
a c re s
%  of all 
f a rm e r s
%  total 
a c r e s
0 2 9 . 3 0 2 7 . 6 0 0 2 3 . 8 0 1 7 0
1 - 2 4 9 1 7 .6 1 .9 1 8 . 9 1 1 - 4 9 2 5 .4 6 .2 5 7 . 4 2 4 .1
2 5 0 - 4 9 9 1 4 .8 4 . 4 9 . 3 1 .5 5 0 - 9 9 1 9 .9 1 2 .7 1 0 . 6 1 4 . 8
5 0 0 - 9 9 9 1 1 .9 6 . 8 1 2 3 .6 1 0 0 - 1 9 9 1 5 1 7 .9 1 1 . 7 3 7 . 6
1 0 0 0 - 1 9 9 9 1 2 .7 1 4 . 9 1 0 .2 5 .9 2 0 0 - 2 9 9 5 .2 1 1 .6 2.1 1 3 .1
2 0 0 0 - 4 9 9 9 7 .5 2 0 . 5 1 1 .2 1 5 . 6 3 0 0 - 3 9 9 3 . 4 1 0 .7 0 0
5 0 0 0 - 9 9 9 9 4.1 2 2 . 4 4 . 9 1 4 .1 4 0 0 - 4 9 9 2 .4 9 .8 1.1 1 0 . 5
1 0 , 0 0 0 - 1 9 , 9 9 9 1 .6 1 6 3 . 9 2 4 . 2 5 0 0 - 9 9 9 4 . 7 2 8 . 5 0 0
2 0 , 0 0 0 - 4 9 , 9 9 9 0 .5 1 3 1 .6 1 8 . 5 1 0 0 0 + 0 . 3 2 .6 0 0
5 0 , 0 0 0 + 0 0 0 . 4 1 5 . 6
T o ta ls 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 T o ta ls 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
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listed on schedule I), and both men and women farmers. Based on these 
tables, less women were in the landless class than men; however, this is 
explained by the fact that women heads of household were not assigned 
occupations, and thus if they possessed no real estate and were not recorded 
on schedule IV, it could not be determined if they were part of the 
agricultural population. No women in 1850 and only a few in 1860 owned 
real estate valued at $2,000 or more. Similarly, only a few women had farms 
of 300 acres or more. The inclusion of women farmers in the evaluation of 
land and wealth holding among all farmers, however, has little effect on the 
overall distribution of land and wealth because of their small numbers.
Adult males (18 and over) who were not heads of household, but 
listed farmer, farm manager, overseer, or laborer as an occupation, or were 
listed on the agricultural schedule, were examined as a group to ascertain 
their characteristics. This group made up 29% of the extended agricultural 
population in 1850 and 24.5% in 1860. Of these, only 2.8% in 1850 and 1.8% 
in 1860 were listed on the agricultural schedule and hence would be 
considered part of the agricultural population using Campbell's or Bode and 
Ginter's methodology. Most of these individuals were laborers, although 
20% in 1850 and 35.3% in 1860 listed their occupation as farmer. A large 
proportion of this group (31.6% in 1850, 40.1% in 1860) were free blacks or 
mulattos; and by a large margin, non-heads of household were landless. 
Only about 5% of this class in either year reported real estate on the 
population schedule. Only 3 of the persons of color in this category 
possessed real estate, all of them mulattos. Less than 3% owned slaves.
That this dependent class possessed little wealth should not come as a 
surprise. However, the fact that they made up one-fourth to one-third of
TABLE 16. DISTRIBUTION O F ESTATE VALUE AMONG THE EXPANDED
AGRICULTURAL POPULATION, SURRY COUNTY, 1850 AND 1860.
1 8 5 0 1 8 6 0
V a lu e  of %  of %  to ta l % Of %  to ta l
E s t a t e p o p u l a t i o n e s t a t e  v a lu e p o p u l a t i o n  e s t a t e  v a lu e
0 5 6 0 5 2 .1 0
1 - 2 4 9 1 1 .2 1 .9 13 .1 1.1
2 5 0 - 4 9 9 9 .2 4 .2 6 .1 1 .5
5 0 0 - 9 9 9 7 .1 6 .2 7 .9 3 .6
1 0 0 0 - 1 9 9 9 7 .5 1 3 .6 6 .9 6 .2
2 0 0 0 - 4 9 9 9 4 .9 2 0 .5 7 .1 1 5 .6
5 0 0 0 - 9 9 9 9 2 .6 2 2 .1 3 .1 1 4
1 0 , 0 0 0 - 1 9 , 9 9 9 0 .9 1 4 .6 2 .5 2 4 .1
2 0 , 0 0 0 - 4 9 , 9 9 9 0 .5 1 6 .7 1 1 8 .4
5 0 ,0 0 0 + 0 0 0 .3 1 5 .5
T o t a l s 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0
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TABLE 22. GINI INDICES O F CONCENTRATION IN AGRICULTURAL WEALTH AND
PRODUCTION, EXPANDED AGRICULTURAL POPULATION, 1850 AND 1860
1 8 5 0
Im proved  Farm C ash
A c re a g e  Value
Surry County
E xpanded  Population 0 . 7 9 2  0 . 8 4 5
All Fa rm ers  0 . 6 5 6  0 . 7 4 9
Farm  O pera to rs  Only 0 . 5 4 5  0 . 6 7 4
Slaveholding Farm
O pera to rs  Only 0 . 4 5 2  0 . 5 6 0
 1 8 6 0
Surry  County
E xpanded  Population 0 . 7 9 4  0 . 8 6 8
All F a rm ers  0 . 6 8 7  0 . 7 9 8
Farm  O pera to rs  Only 0 . 5 7 2  0 . 6 9 3
Slaveholding Farm
O pera to rs  Only 0 . 4 3 2  0 . 5 1 6
E s ta te
Value
0 .8 6 1
0 . 8 7 9
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the farming and laboring population of the county is important, and when 
they are added to statistics of wealth holding for the agricultural population, 
it further illustrates the extent to which landholding was limited. Table 16 
shows the distribution of estate value among the extended agricultural 
population, which includes laborers, women who reported real estate
6 7holdings, and adult males who were not household heads. Among this 
group, over half (58.5% in 1850, 55.6% in 1860) reported no real estate. 
Although there is a slight decrease in the number of landless in the 
extended agricultural population, this decrease does not represent a 
significant change in the distribution of wealth in the county.
Tables 17-21 show the distribution of improved acres, farm cash 
value, corn and wheat production, and slaves among slaveholding and
non-slaveholding members of the extended agricultural population in 1850
68and 1860, based on Campbell's methodology for counting landowners. The 
effect of adding these individuals to the population under study is simply to 
add more to that group for which no farm statistics are reported. Therefore, 
the schedule IV statistics for the extended agricultural population show an 
increase in the percentage of those with no improved acreage, farm value or 
production statistics, and a decrease in all other categories for these statistics. 
Table 22 provides Gini Index values for these variables for both the extended 
and regular agricultural population. These values show the increased level 
of inequality when all relevant members of the population are included in
67 Entries from schedule IV which did not appear on schedule I were considered "missing" for 
estate value.
68I.e., values assigned on the farm schedule are counted as belonging to the individual under 
whose name they appear. Those individuals listed as farmer on schedule I who have real 
estate but are not listed on the agricultural schedule are assigned values of zero for improved 
acreage and cash value. These categories are assumed to cancel each other. See Chapter II, 
pp. 29-30.
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the analysis, and serves as a point of comparison for studies of the extended 
agricultural population in other parts of the country.
The value of including marginal members of the agricultural 
economy into calculations of wealth distribution is to show the high 
percentage of the population that was in the lowest classes of land and 
wealth holding. In the two census years, among adult males who were 
farmers or laborers, and among women who operated farms, 80% or more 
possessed less than 100 improved acres, approximately 80% controlled less 
than 15% of the farm value of the county, an increasing majority owned no 
slaves, a major kind of agricultural wealth, and three-quarters of these 
citizens accounted for less than 10% of the total corn crop of the county. 
Furthermore, these numbers do not include slaves, who were by law 
prohibited from owning land, although all contributed to the value of the 
farm, and many were able to accumulate personal property and participate 
in the agricultural economy directly by producing surplus garden crops and 
livestock for sale.
Clearly, a large proportion of the rural population in Surry County, 
were not a part of a yeoman class of farmers. By focusing on the heads of 
household, self-proclaimed farmers, and those who appeared on the 
agricultural schedule, previous researchers have excluded much of the 
population that would illustrate the overall inequity in wealth distribution. 
That a yeoman class of farmers existed is clear, and among landholding 
farmers the proportion that fall into this class was high relative to those in 
the wealthiest classes; but the yeoman farmer experience can no more define 
the agricultural character of Surry County, Virginia, than can the plantation 
experience.
CHAPTER V
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The collection of the first detailed agricultural statistics for the United States 
in 1850, just 11 years prior to the outbreak of a sectional war that was fought 
to preserve an agricultural way of life, has led to a great deal of analysis of 
the social and economic conditions on the eve of that war. Perhaps, it is 
reasoned, a better understanding of the context from which these political 
sentiments rose will help explain what made the Civil War an "irrepressible 
conflict." Trends in wealth distribution and land tenure might be important 
factors in determining the level of enthusiasm for defending existing 
institutions and social structure. However, defining how to measure 
wealth, whom to count in studying its distribution, and how much 
emphasis to place on economic issues in the larger political debate 
consuming the country at that time, have resulted in a variety of approaches 
to the analysis of the numbers found in the census.
This paper has examined several of the methods used to determine 
wealth distribution among the agricultural population and applied them to 
the census returns for Surry County, Virginia for 1850 and 1860. The merits 
of the different methods were examined and the results of each compared. 
From these results, it appears that, as was found in other studies, overall 
landholding was increasing and slaveholding was decreasing during the 
decade prior to the Civil War. However, the extent to which these trends
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represent a rise in the "yeoman" class of economically self-sufficient farmers 
depends on the types of statistical measures applied, and to the way in which 
the census manuscript returns are interpreted. Using the agricultural 
schedule to determine the distribution of agricultural wealth and 
production among the various classes of farm families, is complicated by 
inconsistencies in the data base and by subsequent misinterpretations of the 
data by historians.
Studies such as those of Frank L. Owsley and his students were 
important for demonstrating that the Old South was not merely a region of 
wealthy planters and poor whites, and that the yeoman farmer made up a 
significant portion of the agricultural population. However, these studies 
did not compare the percentage of total improved acreage and agricultural 
production controlled by the minority of planters. Gavin Wright and 
Randolph Campbell demonstrated by use of measures of concentration such 
as percentage share and Gini Index values, that wealth and land were 
inequitably distributed among the agricultural population of the South.
Campbell's method was applied to Surry County, and using the Gini 
Index of Concentration as a measure, the results indicate that the 
distribution of land, slaves, and agricultural production was as inequitable
69there as in other regions of the South studied by a similar method. The 
results also indicate that in the period leading up to the Civil War there was 
no significant redistribution of wealth in Surry County that would indicate 
that the benefits of the Southern agricultural system were spreading among 
the agricultural population as a whole.
69 Campbell, Planters and Plain Folk: Harrison County; Lowe and Campbell, op. cit.; 
Campbell and Lowe, op.cit.; Wright, '"Economic Democracy.'"
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Campbell's method was re-evaluated based on the work of Frederick 
Bode and Donald Ginter, who argue that care should be taken in 
interpreting the original data, which was apparently recorded differently by 
different enumerators. By categorizing the different types of entries 
recorded for the agricultural population and examining their distribution in 
relation to other types of entries in the county, region, and state, a more 
accurate analysis of the agricultural population is possible. Applying Bode 
and Ginter's methods to Campbell's Harrison County, Texas, study, a 
possible inconsistency between the data from 1850 and 1860 was revealed, 
that may have resulted in an overestimate of the increase in landholding 
during that time. In Surry County, Virginia, Campbell's method may have 
underestimated the number of landless. The problems with Campbell's 
method may make it inapplicable in some counties where recording 
methods obscure the actual number of landless, but his conclusions hold for 
Harrison County and Surry County, since the errors in both cases point 
towards even greater concentration of wealth.
Bode and Ginter's work is particularly useful for determining the 
extent to which tenancy and landlessness existed in the South prior to the 
Civil War based on the census returns. The amount and types of tenancy 
already in existence before the war are important because they are indicative 
of the degree of change in the agricultural structure of the South resulting 
from the Civil War. Because land tenure status was not explicitly recorded 
on the census schedules until 1880, and because of inconsistencies in the 
way in which entries were recorded in the census, an exact count of tenants 
is not available, nor is it possible to see explicitly what types of tenancy 
arrangements were in use. The difficulty of measuring tenancy is illustrated
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by attempts to arrive at an accurate figure for Surry County. Several 
different approaches yielded figures ranging from 5% to over 35%.
However, a close examination of the data and an evaluation of the various 
methods results in a reasonable range for tenancy and landlessness among 
the agricultural population.
The simplest approach, that used by Emmett Fields in 1953, is to use 
real estate value as recorded on the population schedule for members of the 
agricultural population. Unfortunately, this method provides little 
information about the situation of these landless individuals. In counties 
where full data is provided for tenants on the agricultural schedule of the 
census, information about the size and production of tenant operated farms, 
can be derived. However, the inconsistencies in the way in which census 
enumerators recorded information call into question studies which have 
lumped data from different counties using the same method of analysis.
The use of a number of different "conventions" by the enumerators in 
Surry County, make definitive conclusions about the nature of tenancy in 
the county difficult.
Bode and Ginter, from their study of tenancy in Georgia before the 
Civil War, conclude that tenancy levels were highest in newly settled lands 
and in areas where slavery was not economically viable. The results of the 
analysis of Surry County, as well as Fields's findings for other counties in 
Virginia, tend to support this notion. Tenancy rates for Surry County in 
1860 based on level III of Bode and Ginter (21.7%) and Fields (27.2%), are 
lower than the rates found in the newly settled and mountainous counties 
of Georgia by Bode and Ginter and of Virginia by Fields; and they are higher 
than the rates found in the rich cotton growing Piedmont of Georgia and in
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several of the Virginia Piedmont counties where the percentage of 
slaveholders in the agricultural population was high.
An analysis of wealth concentration was also applied to a broader 
portion of the agricultural population in Surry County, which included 
women, laborers, and non-heads of household. The results further 
emphasize the extent to which wealth was concentrated into the hands of a 
small portion of those members of the population who earned their living 
from the soil. Taken individually, however, women who operated a farm 
or who possessed real estate were not significantly worse off than the 
population of farmer heads of household as defined by previous researchers. 
The use of the "extended agricultural population" in the analysis of other 
agricultural communities, can provide a deeper view of the agricultural 
economy and the role of different classes and groups within that economy.
Overall, the results of the analyses of wealth distribution in Surry 
County in the decade before the Civil War indicate that a large proportion of 
the agricultural population was not sharing in the wealth of the southern 
agricultural economy. While there was a significant shift away from 
slaveholding, and an increase in the percentage of the population who 
owned land, a small proportion of landowners and slaveowners controlled 
a disproportionate share of the agricultural wealth of Surry County, and 
their proportion was increasing during the period leading up to the Civil 
War. To use a modern economics term, wealth was not "trickling down."
If most Southerners were not reaping the economic benefits of 
slavery, perhaps the prospect of obtaining that level of prosperity was strong 
enough to overcome the evidence around them that this was not likely to 
happen. Certainly, the increasing value of cotton, slaves, and land during
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the 1850s was encouraging to farmers on all rungs of the economic ladder. 
The cash value of farms nearly doubled between 1850 and 1860 in Surry 
County, the value of livestock increased, and production of wheat and 
tobacco were on the rise, indicating optimism among the county's farmers.70 
Politically, in the aftermath of the Jacksonian era, the common man had 
reason to believe that his fortunes and power were improving, and this is 
reflected in the increasing democratization of politics in the South during
71this period. George Frederickson argues that the "fiercely democratic 
political and social thinking" of Southern plain folk necessitated a defense
72of slavery based on race rather than class. Nevertheless, as Edward Pessen 
and Ralph Wooster have shown, that democratic tradition did not 
necessarily carry into the social and political arena, where wealth continued 
to be concentrated in the hands of a few in both the North and South, and 
slaveholders and the landed aristocracy dominated the legislatures and 
executive offices of the South. That power appeared to be increasing rather
73than decreasing in the years prior to the Civil War. As Campbell points 
out, "studies of the structure and rhetoric of antebellum institutions thus 
favor the yeoman-democracy thesis, while examinations of office holding
70DeBow, The Seventh Census of the United States: 1850; Kennedy, Agriculture of the United 
States in 1860.
71Ralph A. Wooster, The People in Power: Courthouse and Statehouse in the Lower South, 
1850-1860 (Knoxville, University of Tennessee Press), 1969; Planters and Plain Folk: 
Courthouse and Statehosue in the Upper South, 1850-1860 (Knoxville: University of 
Tennessee Press, 1975).
72George M. Frederickson, The Black Image in the White Mind: The Debate on Afro-American 
Character and Destiny, 1817-1914 (New York: Harper & Rowe, 1971), 67.
73Pessen, "The Egalitarian Myth and the American Social Reality: Wealth, Mobility, and 
Equality in the 'Era of the Common Man,"' American Historical Review 76 (October 1971), 
989-1004; "How Different from Each other Were the Antebellum North and South?"
American Historical Review 85 (December 1980), 1119-1149; and, Riches, Class, and Power 
Before the Civil War (Lexington, Mass.:Heath, 1973); Wooster, op. cit.; Campbell and Lowe, 
op. cit.
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point toward planter domination. A choice between the two depends on the 
development and application of a broadly acceptable definition of power."74
This, it seems, is a rather common theme in American politics. 
Wealthier classes, which have generally always been in control of political 
power, are dependent on the appeasement of the general population. 
Politicians in a republican society have always been adept at promoting the 
interests of the upper classes while defending their actions as necessary for 
the benefit of the whole society. Perhaps the only real difference between 
North and South, antebellum and postbellum America, was the way in 
which the economic and social structure was organized, and how it was 
defended in response to shifting emphases in popular politics and culture. 
The continual attempts to identify the defining characteristics of Southern 
economic and social structure may have more to do with the tragically 
unique position of the African American, than with any substantive 
difference between Northern and Southern society.
74Campbell, "Planters and Plain Folks," in Boles and Nolen, 72.
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